City University of New York (CUNY)

CUNY Academic Works
Dissertations, Theses, and Capstone Projects

CUNY Graduate Center

9-2019

Perceptions of Sexual Violence: An Investigation of Sexual
Harassment, Sexual Coercion, and Sexting
Jennifer J. McMahon
The Graduate Center, City University of New York

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/gc_etds/3341
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY).
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu

Perceptions of Sexual Violence: An Investigation of Sexual Harassment,
Sexual Coercion, and Sexting

By

Jennifer J. McMahon, M.A.

A dissertation submitted to the Graduate Faculty in Clinical Psychology in partial fulfillment of
the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, The City University of New York
2019

© 2019
JENNIFER J. MCMAHON
All Rights Reserved

ii

Perceptions of Sexual Violence: An Investigation of Sexual Harassment,
Sexual Coercion, and Sexting
by
Jennifer J. McMahon

This manuscript has been read and accepted for the Graduate Faculty in Psychology in
satisfaction of the dissertation requirement for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

Date

Cathy Spatz Widom
Chair of Examining Committee

Date

Richard Bodnar
Executive Officer

Supervisory Committee:
Preeti Chauhan
Mark Fondacaro
Sarah DeGue
Helen Wilson

THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK

iii

ABSTRACT
Perceptions of Sexual Violence: An Investigation of Sexual Harassment,
Sexual Coercion, and Sexting

by
Jennifer J. McMahon

Advisor: Cathy Spatz Widom, Ph.D.

Perpetration of sexual violence is a serious concern in the US, with research indicating
that a substantial portion of the population has experienced some type of sexual victimization.
There is sparse research that examines perceptions and judgments of sexually inappropriate
behaviors, and existing research does not take into account the impact of individual differences
and contextual factors. This study examined whether individuals recognize different forms of
sexual harassment, sexual coercion, and sexting as inappropriate, and how these perceptions are
affected by sex, age, and relationship status. A mixed sample of undergraduate students and
adults within the community completed an online survey with 10 short vignettes (nine depicting
varying types of sexual behavior and one [neutral] manipulation check scenario). Using a quasiexperimental 2 (Participant Sex: male/female) x 4 (Participant Age: 18-24, 25-34, 35-44, 45+) x
4 (Relationship Status: partner, friend, stranger, undefined) repeated measures design, judgments
of inappropriateness on a range of sexual behaviors were examined. The results indicated a
significant interaction between vignette type and each variable measured (sex, age, and
relationship status) suggesting that context and individual differences interact to influence
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perceptions of sexual situations. More specifically, behaviors were perceived to be less
inappropriate when they occurred between dating partners as opposed to friends or strangers.
College-aged individuals endorsed the highest ratings of inappropriate sexual behaviors when
compared to older age groups of adults. Furthermore, this study revealed substantial differences
in perceptions of appropriateness between males and females, as females consistently perceived
behaviors to be more inappropriate than males. These findings provide insight into individual
perceptions of inappropriate sexual behaviors and highlight the importance of examining factors
such as social context to ensure successful education and prevention efforts.
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PART 1: Background and Literature Review

Introduction
Perpetration of unwanted and non-consensual sexual behaviors has become a prominent
focus area for research in recent years, generating increased attention within the media and the
general public (Coopera, Quaylea, Jonssonb, & Göran Svedin, 2016; Gruber & Fineran, 2016;
Gutek, 1995). These behaviors are broadly categorized as sexual violence (Basile, Smith,
Breiding, Black, & Mahendra, 2014); however, this term is often used interchangeably with
other words to describe unwelcomed sexual behaviors (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2017;
Timmerman, 2003). Inconsistent definitions and terms contribute to confusion about what
constitutes inappropriate sexual behavior. Attention to high profile cases in the media is also
associated with controversy in opinions about what behaviors constitute sexual violence or
assault. An article in the New York Times discussed the "grey zone," referring to the ambiguity
of sexual behaviors that may not be consistently viewed as sexual violence or assault, but are
neither wanted nor consensual (Bennet, 2018). This raises the question of how the general public
perceives various sexual behaviors and under what circumstances people judge sexual
interactions as inappropriate. The existing and sparse research often addresses perceptions
related to a specific construct (i.e., sexual harassment) and may not account for individual
differences. With the increase in media coverage and conflicting opinions on less overtly defined
acts of sexual violence, there is a need for research to examine public perceptions of sexually
inappropriate behaviors.
The aim of the present study is to examine whether individuals recognize situations
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representing different forms of sexual violence as inappropriate and how gender/sex1,
relationship status, and age influence these perceptions. Since there is substantial confusion
within the literature on how to operationalize sexual harassment, sexual coercion, and sexting,
this paper begins with a detailed review of the current state of the literature. The second part of
this paper describes the results of new research designed to understand what people think of
these sexually inappropriate behaviors collectively rather than within the confines of specific
labels.
Overview of Sexual Violence
Sexual violence can encompass a range of unwanted sexual interactions with the potential
for overlap with other related constructs. Bureau of Justice Statistics' (2017) definition of sexual
violence, for example, emphasizes sexual assault, describing it as a “wide range of victimizations
separate from rape or attempted rape…generally involving unwanted sexual contact between
victim and offender [that] may or may not involve force and include grabbing or fondling, and
verbal threats.” This definition does not provide much insight into the sexual violation, other
than the exclusion of rape. Differentiating sexual assault as excluding rape is necessary, as rape
is lawfully defined (U.S. Department of Justice & Investigation, 2013). However, the Center for
Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC) definition of sexual violence is inclusive of any sexual
behaviors associated with misconduct, regardless of its inclusion in federal or state law:
“a sexual act that is committed or attempted by another person without freely
given consent of the victim or against someone who is unable to consent or refuse.
It includes: forced or alcohol/ drug facilitated penetration of a victim; forced or
alcohol/drug facilitated incidents in which the victim was made to penetrate a
1

Part 1 of this dissertation will use the term “gender” to describe research findings relative to males and females in
consideration of the authors and to maintain consistency with terms used in the literature reviewed. In an effort to
provide a more accurate description of what is being measured, the research portion of this dissertation (part 2) will
use to the term “sex” when describing differences between males and females.
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perpetrator or someone else; nonphysically pressured unwanted penetration;
intentional sexual touching; or non-contact acts of a sexual nature. Sexual
violence can also occur when a perpetrator forces or coerces a victim to engage
in sexual acts with a third party.” (Basile et al., 2014, p. 11)
Given the lack of definitional clarity, there are competing national estimates of the rates
of sexual violence based on self-report data. The National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence
Survey reports 5.8 to 27.3% of people (depending on gender and sexual behavior) in the United
States have experienced sexual violence (Basile et al., 2014), while the Bureau of Justice
Statistics reports that 1.6% of people have experienced sexual assault and rape (Truman &
Morgan, 2016). Such inconsistencies in definitions and prevalence impact the ability to measure
the magnitude of sexual violence, changes over time, risk and protective factors, outcomes, as
well as intervention and prevention methods (Basile et al., 2014). With the exception of crime
report statistics, sexual violence is often examined through more specific constructs, such as
sexual harassment, sexual coercion, and sexting.
Definitions and Measurement of Constructs
Researchers often use the term “sexual harassment” to refer to a range of different types
of verbal and physical unwelcomed sexual behaviors (Lacasse, 2003; Mitchell, Finkelhor, Jones,
& Wolak, 2012; Timmerman, 2003). However, operational definitions of sexual harassment and
associated behaviors vary significantly across studies. The term "sexual coercion" is closely
related to sexual harassment as it has, at times, been categorized as a distinct type of sexual
harassment (Fitzgerald, Gelfand, & Drasgow, 1995). Sexual coercion has also been further
examined as a construct separate from sexual harassment but elicits similar issues of variation in
definition. Lastly, with the advances in technology and the internet, there has been an emergence
of research in computer-mediated sexual communication, otherwise referred to as "sexting."
Sexting has been analyzed as a separate construct as well as a potential medium for carrying out
3

sexual harassment and coercion.
Similar to the limitations of national self-report estimates of sexual violence, findings of
sexual harassment, sexual coercion, and sexting as individual constructs significantly vary.
Discrepancies in the reported data can likely be attributed to inconsistencies in definitions and
variations in measured behaviors. Therefore, this section of the paper will review what is
currently known about sexual violence through the lens of sexual harassment, sexual coercion,
and sexting, highlighting inconsistencies and overlap in definitions.
Sexual Harassment
Sexual harassment has been a longstanding problem that initially gained recognition in
the United States through the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohibits any employment
discrimination, including sexual discrimination in the workplace (Marshall, 2015). The term
"sexual harassment" was not coined until the 1970s, though, when feminist legal advocates
identified sexual harassment to be “the unwanted imposition of sexual requirements in the
context of a relationship of unequal power” (MacKinnon, 1979, p. 1). Since this time, sexual
harassment has been recognized as a significant issue, particularly for women, and is legally
defined in the United States as:
“Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or
physical conduct of a sexual nature constitute sexual harassment when this
conduct explicitly or implicitly affects an individual's employment,
unreasonably interferes with an individual's work performance, or creates an
intimidating, hostile, or offensive work environment” (U.S. Equal Opportunity
Commission, n.d.).
Originally referring to behavior in the workplace, sexual harassment has evolved to
include sexual misconduct in other settings. Over the last two decades researchers have diverted
much of their focus of sexual harassment from a workplace setting to academic settings. Recent
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research indicates that sexual harassment is a prevalent problem in schools among peers in both
adolescent and college-aged groups (Hill & Kearl, 2011; Lacasse, 2003; McMaster, 2002;
Ormerod, 2008; Oswald, 2006). Subsequent to these findings, the U.S. Department of Education
(2008, 2010) offered an alternative definition of sexual harassment applicable to academic
populations:
“Sexual harassment is unwelcome conduct of a sexual nature, which can include
unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, or other verbal,
nonverbal, or physical conduct of a sexual nature….denies or limits a student’s
ability to participate in or benefit from a school’s education program”
Despite the definitions provided by both the Department of Education and the U.S. Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), there is disagreement about what defines sexual
harassment. Broadly, researchers agree that sexual harassment refers to unwanted or unwelcome
sexual behavior or attention that can occur in person or through electronic communication (Hill
& Kearl, 2011; Mitchell et al., 2014; Timmerman, 2003; Witkowska & Menckel, 2005). The
difficulty in generating a universally accepted, measurable definition has in part been attributed
to the diversity of perspectives (e.g., legal, sociological, feminist, psychological, developmental)
in which sexual harassment is examined (McMaster, 2002; Mitchell et al., 2014; Ortega, 2010).
Further, opinions have varied on the inclusiveness of the definition and whether to incorporate
aspects such as severity (Lacasse, 2003; Timmerman, 2003) as well as what behaviors constitute
sexual harassment.
Many researchers agree that sexual harassment can be conceptualized on a continuum of
behaviors, ranging in severity from calling someone a derogatory name to unwanted sexual
touching (Lichty & Campbell, 2012; Timmerman, 2003). Choosing what behaviors to measure
has proven to be problematic, as the process is subjective and seemingly arbitrary. To reduce
inconsistencies, researchers have examined the dimensional structure of sexual harassment
5

(Fitzgerald et al., 1995; Lacasse, Purdy, & Mendelson, 2003; McMaster, 2002; Ortega, 2010;
Witkowska & Kjellberg, 2005). Paving the way for future dimensional models, Fitzgerald et al.
(1995) conducted analyses on the structure of sexual harassment in different contexts, yielding a
three-component model: (1) gender harassment; (2) unwanted sexual behavior; and (3) sexual
coercion. Gender harassment refers to verbal and nonverbal behaviors that convey insulting,
hostile, or degrading attitudes about women. Unwanted sexual attention refers to a range of
unwelcomed and offensive verbal and nonverbal behaviors. Sexual coercion refers to tactics
associated with sexual extortion (e.g., bribes, threats). The model intended to differentiate types
of behaviors within each dimension, ranging from mild to severe examples of sexual harassment.
From these structural findings, the Sexual Experience Questionnaire (SEQ) was developed
(Fitzgerald et al., 1995), and many studies have since adapted and modeled their methods after
that work (Clear et al., 2014; Lacasse & Mendelson, 2007; Lichty & Campbell, 2012; Ormerod,
2008).
Other studies have focused on distinguishing underlying constructs to specific variables
such as severity, gender, and age. Despite good reliability, Fitzgerald’s three-dimensional model
did not demonstrate good fit when considering other factors (Lacasse et al., 2003; McMaster,
2002; Witkowska & Kjellberg, 2005). Notably, Lacasse et al. (2003) found support for a two
factor model, distinguishing between moderate and severe forms of sexual harassment. Another
two dimensional model delineated verbal/visual from physical dimensions, with a better fit for
females compared to males (Ortega, 2010; Witkowska & Kjellberg, 2005; Table 1). With
influence from these studies, existing scales were modified (i.e., SEQ-High School), and new
scales have emerged to accommodate younger populations. One such popular scale is the
American Association of University Women (AAUW) Sexual Harassment Questionnaire, which

6

analyzes the prevalence of adolescent peer harassment by having participants indicate which of
14 types of harassment they have experienced within the past year (Hill & Kearl, 2011). One
criticism of the AAUW questionnaire is that it does not specify whether sexual experiences are
unwanted or unwelcomed--a critical aspect in examining sexual behaviors as harassment.
There is a high likelihood that the AAUW measure may be yielding inflated prevalence
rates, as individuals are asked only if they have experienced certain behaviors, without
identifying whether the behavior was wanted and welcomed. A frequently cited survey
conducted by the AAUW (Hill & Kearl, 2011) found that of 1,965 middle and high school
students, 48% reported experiencing some form of sexual harassment. Further examination of
prevalence rates obtained across several other studies demonstrates that rates of sexual
harassment vary significantly, ranging from 13% to 87% (Abada, Hou, & Ram, 2008; Lacasse et
al., 2003; Timmerman, 2003). Notably, one study distinguished severe forms of sexual
harassment (i.e., rape) from milder forms of unwanted sexual attention and discovered
significant differences in rates of victimization, as 0.7% of participants reported severe forms
and 18% reported unwanted sexual attention (Timmerman, 2003).
Though rates of prevalence vary significantly across studies, researchers agree that sexual
harassment is a pervasive problem. Current findings indicate that sexual harassment is associated
with several negative outcomes, such as problems in psychological health, risk for suicide,
substance use, low self-esteem, and academic performance (Chiodo, Wolfe, Crooks, Hughes, &
Jaffe, 2009; Fineran & Bennett, 1998; Gruber & Fineran, 2008; Hill & Kearl, 2011). One study
examining perceptions of sexual harassment suggests that individuals are not improving in their
ability to recognize sexual harassment, in that behaviors that were originally mislabeled as nonharassing continued to be mislabeled as non-harassing in a 10-year follow-up (Bursik, 2011).
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Sexual Coercion
Although sexual coercion has been identified as a dimension of sexual harassment by
some researchers (Fitzgerald et al., 1995), there is substantial research focused on sexual
coercion as a separate construct. Sexual coercion has been conceptualized to encompass a wide
range of behaviors and tactics used with the intention of engaging in sexual activity with a
nonconsenting partner (Spitzberg, 1998; Struckman-Johnson, Struckman-Johnson D., &
Anderson, 2003). Although this description is in broad agreement with much of the literature,
there are inconsistencies in definitions as well as variability regarding the types of behaviors
associated with sexual coercion among individual research studies. The majority of definitions
adhere to a similar structure, with variations in the details surrounding the type of tactics
employed and the desired outcome (i.e., sexual activity). For instance, Struckman-Johnson et al.
(2003) define sexual coercion as “the act of using pressure, alcohol or drugs, or force to have
sexual contact with someone against his or her will” (p. 76). Other definitions have conveyed
this similar information with more or less detail regarding the tactics employed and the sexual
behavior (Appendix B).
Given the variation in definitions, sexual coercion has often been conceptualized as a
continuum of tactics and sexual behaviors ranging in severity (Oswald, 2006), where tactics are
the methods used to coerce someone into a sexual act (Basile et al., 2014). Tactics identified as
less severe are referred to as verbal or "psychological pressures," and include threats to end a
relationship, continued arguments, pleading, false promises, and more. As the tactics increase in
severity, so does the associated risk of unwanted sexual contact, such that the more severe tactics
(e.g., use of a weapon and/or physical force) are assumed to have a more severe outcome (i.e.,
rape (Koss, Leonard, Beezley, & Oros, 1985; Spitzberg, 1998; Spitzberg & Rhea, 1999). Some
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studies have been all-inclusive when defining sexual coercion, looking at all possible tactics and
sexual contact (Adams-Curtis & Forbes, 2004; Morrison, McLeod, Morrison, Anderson, &
O’Connor, 1997; Oswald, 2006), while others have narrowed their focus to select tactics and
behaviors (Degue, 2004; Eaton & Matamala, 2014; Koss et al., 1985). This has made it difficult
to interpret findings, as the arbitrary inclusion of tactics or behaviors across studies can yield
different results. Following a critical review, Struckman-Johnson et al. (2003) sought to
categorize commonly identified coercion tactics into four levels of severity (i.e., sexual arousal,
emotional manipulation and lies, intoxication, and physical force) that were intended to elucidate
common tactics and clarify interpretations of findings across studies.
Other studies have focused on the distinction between physical and non-physical sexually
coercive behaviors, defining the two as separate constructs (Calhoun, Bernat, Clum, & Frame,
1997; Degue, 2004; Eaton & Matamala, 2014; Koss et al., 1985; Tamborra, Dutton, & Terry,
2014; Testa & Dermen, 1999). For instance, DeGue and DiLillo (2005) argue that sexual
coercion is limited to the use of nonphysical tactics (i.e. verbally coercive or manipulative),
whereas the use of physical force or threat of physical force to obtain sexual contact with a
nonconsenting participant is identified as sexual aggression. Further distinctions have been made
regarding the type of contact (i.e. oral, anal, or vaginal intercourse vs. kissing, fondling, or other
oral contact) to delineate between rape, sexual assault, sexual abuse, and sexual contact (DeGue
& DiLillo, 2005; Koss et al., 1985). Aside from clarifying terminology, distinguishing between
types of coercion is important for intervention, as findings suggest characterological and
attitudinal differences between sexually coercive (nonphysical) and sexually aggressive
(physical) offenders (DeGue, DiLillo, & Scalora, 2010; Koss et al., 1985).
Despite classification efforts, some findings are still vaguely reported as sexual coercion
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with no differentiation of tactics or sexual contact, using descriptions such as “being forced to do
something, i.e., to participate in a sexual situation actively or passively” (Agardh, OdbergPettersson, & Ostergren, 2011, p. 2). Arbitrarily defining sexual coercion impacts the
consistency and validity of research findings, with reported prevalence rates over the last 20
years ranging from 1.3% –78% (Agardh et al., 2011; Calhoun et al., 1997; Koss, Gidycz, &
Wisniewski, 1987; Struckman-Johnson et al., 2003; Young, Grey, & Boyd, 2009). One review
highlights the impact of inconsistent operationalization by analyzing significant differences in
two large nationally representative studies on prevalence rates of college females (Adams-Curtis
& Forbes, 2004). A major limitation in one of the research studies was the exclusion of alcohol
related coercion, which is very relevant on a college campus. Importantly, variation in
measurement makes it difficult to know whether rates of sexual coercion in the population are
declining. Adams-Curtis and Forbes (2004) concluded that, there has been no meaningful change
in the incidence of sexual coercion within the last 50 years.
Sexting
New communication-based technologies have greatly influenced how interpersonal
relationships are formed and maintained. Specifically, in adolescents and young adults,
computer-mediated communication (CMC) has become widespread, acting as a replacement for
face-to-face socialization (Madden, Lenhart, Duggan, Cortesi, & Gasser, 2013). Sexual
computer-mediated communications, or sexting, has become a prevailing research topic in this
domain. The term sexting, or sex-texting, refers to the sending or receiving of a sexually explicit
message, image, or video through an electronic medium (Benotsch, Snipes, Martin, & Bull,
2013; Gordon-Messer, Bauermeister, Grodzinski, & Zimmerman, 2013; Lenhart, 2009; Mitchell
et al., 2012). Sexting initially generated research interest in response to the release of a 2008
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national survey reporting that 20% of teens were sexting (National Campaign to Prevent Teen
and Unplanned Pregnancy, 2008). Following the release of this data, sexting received
mainstream media attention and garnered public concern, as some teens were faced with legal
consequences (Ostranger, 2010), as well as adverse psychological effects that at times resulted in
suicide (Reyns, Burek, Henson, & Fisher, 2013).
A review of the current research on sexting reveals substantial variation in reported
prevalence rates, ranging from 1.2% - 84% (Dake, Price, Maziarz, & Ward, 2012; Drouin, 2015;
Mitchell et al., 2012; Perkins, Becker, Tehee, & Mackelprang, 2014; The National Campaign to
Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy, 2008). Some of the disparity in findings can be
attributed to lumping together findings by type of message (i.e. sext received and sext sent) or by
age (i.e. middle school, high school, and college-aged). However, many studies have also noted
that a lack of continuity in operationalizing sexting has limited the comparability of findings
between studies (Coopera et al., 2016; Drouin, Vogel, Surbey, & Stills, 2013; Lounsbury,
Mitchell, & Finkelhor, 2011; Perkins et al., 2014).
Definitions of sexting have been inconsistent, describing a mixture of different behaviors
and activities (Lounsbury et al., 2011). Many definitions are similar in nature (Appendix C). The
majority of studies utilize self-report surveys (Perkins et al., 2014) and often vary in
measurement of: (1) content of the message; (2) the device used to send the message; and (3) the
context in which the individuals involved sent the message (Drouin et al., 2013). First, regarding
the content of the sext, some studies have included sexually explicit messages and/or images and
videos (Drouin, Ross, & Tobin, 2015; Mitchell et al., 2012). Others have only included the
transmission of images or videos, noting that image/video sharing elicits greater cause for
concern (Benotsch et al., 2013; Choi, Van Ouytsel, & Temple, 2016; Perkins et al., 2014;
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Temple et al., 2012). Across studies, different terminology has been used to describe the nature
of the message or image such as erotic, explicit, nude, semi-nude, or sexually suggestive. In
some cases further explanation is provided, however, in most, interpretation is at the discretion
of the participant (Coopera et al., 2016). Second, some studies have limited data to pertain to
specific methods (i.e. cell phone, tablet, computer, text message, e-mail) (Benotsch et al., 2013;
Weisskirch & Delevi, 2011), whereas others do not mention the device or method (Choi et al.,
2016; Morelli, Bianchi, Baiocco, Pezzuti, & Chirumbolo, 2016; Samimi & Alderson, 2014).
The third distinct difference in the conceptualization of sexting refers to the context in
which the message was sent. For example, sexting may refer to consensual sexual interactions
between two consenting individuals as a method of flirting (Benotsch et al., 2013) or maintaining
intimacy while physically separated in romantic relationships (Drouin et al., 2013; Perkins et al.,
2014). Conversely, sexting has been described as a possible digital means for perpetrating sexual
coercion and/or harassment (Drouin, 2015). Studies suggest that individuals may feel pressured
to send sexually explicit messages to a partner to maintain their relationship, thus engaging in
consensual yet unwanted sexting (Associated Press & MTV, 2011; Drouin & Tobin, 2014;
Drouin, 2015). Further, a nude image may be consensually sent to one individually, but then
distributed to unintended recipients without the original sender’s knowledge or consent (Coopera
et al., 2016). For instance, an average of 10% of individuals who engage in sexting, reported
forwarding a received image to others (Mitchell et al., 2012; Strassberg, McKinnon, Sustaita, &
Rullo, 2013). The intention of this action is not always clear. However, common motivations
behind sharing a sext message may be to embarrass or harass (Goggin & Crawford, 2011) the
other person or to gain approval from other peers (Lippman & Campbell 2014).
With the intention of definitional clarity, following a review of sexting cases obtained
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through law enforcement, Wolak and Finkelhor (2011) suggested distinguishing between
“aggravated” and “experimental” cases of sexting. The “aggravated” sext involves any incident
with an adult regardless of context. An aggravated sext can also include a youth engaging in
sexting for the purposes of harming or harassing another youth or using force or exploitation to
produce/distribute a sexual image of a minor. Conversely, the “experimental” cases do not
involve an adult-to-minor interaction, force, or harassment, but instead include consensual
romantic or sexual incidents between youths (Wolak & Finkelhor, 2011). Very few studies have
attempted to differentiate consensual sexting from unwanted sexting. This is a significant
methodological problem because much of the sexting research combines the results of general
sexting behaviors and sexting behaviors that may be coercive in nature.
Separately analyzing the conceptualizations of sexual harassment, sexual coercion, and
sexting has highlighted several methodological and operational flaws within each construct.
There are significant disparities within the existing definitions and classifications of associated
behaviors as well as methodological issues limiting between-study comparability. These
inconsistencies are reflected in the varied findings of prevalence, incidence, and effect of
victimization. The overlap between constructs has led to terms being used interchangeably and
challenges in understanding what constitutes sexual harassment, sexual coercion, and sexting
behavior. These three terms represent egregious behaviors that violate our legal standards of
appropriate sexual behavior, behaviors that are unwanted but perhaps not illegal, and behaviors
that fall in a middle grey area, where legal consequences and personal perceptions are more
ambiguous.
Unfortunately, the variability in measurement and definitions of sexual harassment,
sexual coercion, and sexting poses a challenge in parsing out what factors are contributing to the
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variations between studies. To better understand sexual harassment, sexual coercion, and sexting
behaviors, it is important to consider individual differences and contextual factors that can
influence the interpretation of findings.
Factors that Influence Interpretations and Findings
As suggested above, rates concerning the prevalence of sexual harassment, sexual
coercion, and sexting vary by way of operationalization and measurement. Disparities in
definitions and types of behavior measured contribute to inconsistencies in findings.
Interpretation of these findings is also likely to be complicated by differences in individual
characteristics and context. For example, prevalence rates and the impact of victimization
associated with sexual violence are thought to vary based on age, gender, and relationship
between perpetrator and victim (Coopera et al., 2016; Gutek, 1995; Ortega, 2010; Rotundo,
Nguyen, & Sackett, 2001; Schnoll, 2015; Struckman-Johnson et al., 2003).
Sex and Gender
Cognitive perspectives on development suggest that children recognize gender
differences and begin to identify a sense of belonging with their same gender group at a young
age (Martin & Ruble, 2004). The preference to interact with same-gendered peers begins to
change in early adolescence. Male and female adolescents equally engage in heterosocial
interactions lending to mixed-gender friendships, dating, and romantic interests (Connolly et al.,
2014; Connolly, Craig, Goldberg, & Pepler, 2004; Poulin & Pedersen, 2007). Integration of
opposite gender interactions follows a developmental trajectory throughout adolescence and into
early adulthood, beginning with romantic interests in early adolescence and acquisition of skills
to engage in and maintain long-term serious romantic relationships in early adulthood (Connolly
et al., 2014). Researchers have suggested that the ability to appropriately navigate social
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situations with the opposite sex is referred to as heterosocial competence (Grover, 2003);
Hansen, Christopher, &Nagle, 1992).
Gender differences have been a topic of controversy in the past because it was perceived
that the original definitions of sexual harassment adhered to a feminist view. Included as part of
the definition was the specification that women are being victimized (French, Tilghman, &
Malebranche, 2015; Marshall, 2015). However, the body of existing research has demonstrated
that findings on prevalence continue to be unclear between genders, and some studies vary in
whether they include both males and females in analyses of prevalence rates (Coopera et al.,
2016).
Generally, research demonstrates that males and females are both victims of sexual
violence, although the majority of studies found that females report higher rates of overall
victimization compared to males (Clear et al., 2014; Hill & Kearl, 2011; Ormerod, 2008). In
addition, females and males were found to experience sexual harassment differently. Females
experienced more unwanted comments, gestures, and touch by male perpetrators, while males
experienced more gender-based ridicule by other males (Chiodo et al., 2009; Mitchell et al.,
2014). Englander (2012) found that coercion was twice as common among females as compared
to males. Though males reported some discomfort from incidents of sexual harassment, females
reported experiencing greater levels of distress and were likely to take sexual harassment more
personally (Chiodo et al., 2009; Mitchell et al., 2014).
Age
During early adolescence, peers begin to engage in more cross-gendered interactions in
the context of friendship and romantic interests. Often young adolescents’ initial methods of
expressing affection include teasing, pushing, and poking (Pellegrini, 2001). Developmental
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theory suggests that older adolescents develop skills to more effectively navigate social and
romantic situations (Grover, Nangle, Serwik, & Zeff, 2007; Hansen, Christopher, & Nangle,
1992). However, research suggests that older adolescents may have difficulties discerning
appropriate sexual behavior, highlighting a limited understanding of consent, particularly in
more ambiguous situations (Grover, 2003; Loredo, Reid, & Deaux, 1995).
Acts of sexual harassment are reported to occur in children as young as 10 years of age
(Petersen & Hyde, 2009). Rates during middle school are particularly low but tend to increase
throughout middle and late adolescence (McMaster, 2002; Petersen & Hyde, 2009). Sexting
behaviors follow a similar trajectory (Dake et al., 2012; Mitchell et al., 2012), in that rates of
sexting among high school participants were highest in seniors and lowest in freshman students
(Strassberg et al., 2013). Unfortunately, the extent to which age impacts prevalence rates of
sexual harassment, sexual coercion, and sexting is unclear, as there is no known study
investigating the effects of age on potentially unwanted sexual behaviors across the lifespan.
Several studies have methodological flaws, such as overestimating rates of sexting in “teens”
with use of a non-representative sample (i.e. majority of participants aged 18-19) (Lounsbury et
al., 2011), or masking age effects (Perkins et al., 2014) by combining low prevalence rates of
middle school-aged individuals with higher rates of high school-aged individuals (15-17), to
yield a reported prevalence rate in youth (Mitchell et al., 2012).
Relationship Status
Research has also shown that the type of relationship (i.e. dating partner, friend, or
stranger) is an important factor to consider in research related to sexual violence (i.e. sexual
harassment, sexual coercion, and sexting) (Drouin, 2015; Oswald, 2006). Current studies suggest
that sexual violence often occurs in the context of an intimate relationship. In a sample of
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romantic partners, 31.7% reported sexual coercion from their partner (Fair, 2011). Similarly,
individuals reported an increase in sexting behaviors and computer-mediated victimization upon
entering a dating relationship (Williams et al., 2014). Furthermore, in studies that report general
prevalence rates of sexting, the majority of sending and receiving sexually explicit images occurs
between dating partners (Coopera et al., 2016; Perkins et al., 2014). Specifically, Perkins et al.
(2014) found that 64% of a college sample endorsed sexting and of those, 83% reported sexting
with a romantic partner, 11% with someone they were interested in dating, 5% with a friend, 2%
with an acquaintance, and 0% with a stranger. Of college students in a committed relationship,
approximately 50% had engaged in unwanted but consensual sexting with their partner (Drouin
& Tobin 2014). With regard to friendship, prevalence rates are not reported as often; however,
potentially unwanted sexual experiences perpetrated by a close friend were found to be less
upsetting than perpetration experienced by an acquaintance (Lacasse, 2006). Thus, it appears as
if relationship context can play a key role in the perceptions of sexting behavior. Some studies
have focused on intimate or dating partners (Crimmins & Seigfried-Spellar, 2014; Perkins et al.,
2014), while other studies make no such distinctions (Reyns et al., 2013).
In sum, the body of research on sexual harassment, coercion, and sexting that examines
factors of age, sex and gender, and relationship status indicates that these factors appear to
influence findings specific to prevalence rates and associated distress. Given the variation in
findings between younger and older participants, male and female participants, and those in a
relationship, it is suggested that these factors may be relevant in differentiating judgments and
perceptions of sexual harassment, coercion, and sexting, which will be discussed further below.
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Perceptions of Sexual Behaviors
A large portion of the research relating to sexual harassment, sexual coercion, and sexting
has focused on using self-report surveys to better understand the rate at which these behaviors
occur as well as factors related to victim outcomes and offender characteristics. However, the
results may be confounded by the individual’s personal bias or interpretation of behaviors that
constitute sexual harassment, sexual coercion, and sexting. The challenges associated with
operationally defining these constructs have impacted the consistency in measurement between
self-report surveys, such that some self-disclosure measures do not direct participants to specify
between sexual experiences in which the behaviors were unwanted versus wanted. Similarly,
sexting research often fails to distinguish between consensual and non-consensual sexting
behaviors. These discrepancies in data collection introduce variance, such that it is assumed that
the participants’ understanding of consent and intent (unwanted vs. wanted) mirrors that of the
researcher. Some researchers have started to explore other facets of sexual interactions, through
the examination of individual perceptions of inappropriate sexual behaviors.
Perceptions of inappropriate sexual interactions have primarily been studied through
sexual harassment behaviors, with some of the early work based on high prevalence rates in the
workplace (Fitzgerald & Ormerod, 1991; Gutek, 1995; Jones & Remland, 1992). Until recently,
researchers limited their focus of perceptions of sexual harassment to the context of workplace
sexual harassment (i.e., boss and employee) or similar power differentials (i.e. professor and
student) (Fitzgerald & Ormerod, 1991; Jones & Remland, 1992; Katz, Hannon, & Whitten,
1996). More recently, research on perception has expanded to include peer-to-peer perpetration
in high school and college populations, although there have been relatively few studies that
examine perceptions of potentially inappropriate sexual behaviors.

18

There has also been a change in data collection methods used in examining perceptions of
potentially inappropriate sexual behaviors. As noted throughout this review, the majority of
studies of sexual harassment, sexual coercion, and sexting utilized self-report surveys that asked
participants to disclose their personal experiences (Coopera et al., 2016; Fitzgerald et al., 1995;
Hill & Kearl, 2011; Lounsbury et al., 2011). Although these are important, reports of personal
experiences may not necessarily reflect participants’ opinions or judgments about a particular
sexually harassing or coercive behavior (Tamborra et al., 2014). For this reason, vignettes
depicting relevant scenarios were seen as an effective method to obtain information about the
way in which a particular behavior is perceived (Atzmuller & Steiner, 2010; Gutek, 1995).
However, similar to prevalence data, perception data is also subject to influences from
extraneous factors. When examined collectively, past and recent research on perceptions of
sexual behaviors demonstrate variability in the way in which situations were viewed. Further
examination indicates that a person’s view of whether a behavior is sexually inappropriate or not
may differ depending on the situation involved and characteristics of the perceiver (Rotundo et
al., 2001; Terrance, 2004). Terpstra and Baker (1986) proposed that these variations are a
product of cognitive appraisal of socio-sexual behavior, meaning that the context and individual
differences interact to influence how the individual perceives sexual situations. Of specific
interest is that gender, age, and relationship status have been explored as possible influences on
perceptions of behaviors associated with sexual harassment, sexual coercion, and sexting.
In addition to self-reported findings of sexual harassment, sexual coercion and sexting as
it pertains to sex and gender, more research has examined how perceptions of sexual behaviors
differ between males and females. Different perceptions of inappropriate or unwanted sexual
behavior have often been attributed to gender. A consistent finding within the literature is that
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when compared to males, females are more likely to view a broader range of behaviors as sexual
harassment or coercion as well as assign a higher rating of severity to behaviors, regardless of
ambiguity (Bitton & Shaul, 2013; Gutek, 1995; Hand & Sanchez, 2000; Loredo et al., 1995;
Pesta, Dunegan, & Hrivnak, 2007; Rotundo et al., 2001). Ambiguity, though, seems to be a
distinguishing factor in perceptions between genders. Males and females are often able to
identify physical or more intrusive acts of sexual coercion or harassment, however, there is a
discrepancy between males and females when assessing sexual behaviors that are typically less
intrusive or verbally coerced acts, thus identified as ambiguous (Hand & Sanchez, 2000;
Tamborra et al., 2014; Terrance, 2004).
Variation in perceptions of inappropriate sexual behaviors may in part be due to sexual
scripts or perceived norms regarding what is acceptable for each gender (Coopera et al., 2016;
Oswald, 2006). For instance, in examining differences among adolescents, peer norms can
influence attitudes, in that males may receive praise for engaging in sexual behaviors, thus
demonstrating their masculinity, while females are judged and negatively labeled by peers
following sexual activity (Ringrose, 2012). By this standard, it may be that males are less adept
at distinguishing unwanted sexual behaviors compared to females.
Age has also been suggested to influence perceptions of sexual behaviors, in that
adolescents may be less able to distinguish sexually harassing or coercive behaviors. One focus
group of teenagers reported dating and understanding sexual behaviors as significant challenges
across gender socialization (Grover & Nangle, 2003). As adolescents age and increase their level
of sexual activity, the line between appropriate and inappropriate behavior may become difficult
to distinguish (Weiss, 2013). In turn, adolescents are less likely to be able to conceptualize
sexual harassment or coercion (Pellegrini, 2001) and label their experiences as such (Fitzgerald
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et al., 1995).
Smelser (1998) offered a proposal about ambivalence that has been applied to understand
perceptions of sexual harassment and coercion. He suggested that ambivalence is relative, in that
something can only be understood within the context of an individual’s own experiences. This
theory is commonly applied to adolescents and indicates that individuals are governed by their
own experiences, which are likely limited at a younger age (Lichty & Campbell, 2012; Petersen
& Hyde, 2009; Young et al., 2009). Additionally, the view that inappropriate sexual behaviors
between young adolescents are a normal part of development (Pellegrini, 2001) reduces the
likelihood of such behaviors being viewed as misconduct, and are often dismissed by the general
population as trivial or unimportant (Weiss, 2013). Subsequently, teens are unsure about how to
label their sexual experiences, dismissing sexual harassment or coercion as "normal kid stuff"
(AAUW, 2001). College-aged individuals have been found to be more likely to perceive the
inappropriateness of sexual behaviors; however, this ability may be hindered by behaviors
categorized as “ambiguous” or as less intrusive to the potential victim (Terrance, 2004; Winslett
& Gross, 2008). In sum, adolescents are not taught a model of appropriate versus inappropriate
sexual behavior, given that misconduct may be minimized due to their age. With maturation and
experience, college-aged students are more adept than adolescents at recognizing sexually
inappropriate behaviors (Oswald, 2006).
Another theory addresses rational and adaptive ambivalence (Smelser, 1998). Applied to
the understanding of sexually inappropriate behavior, this theory considers how social
development and relationships may influence the way in which sexually inappropriate behaviors
are perceived. Smelser (1998) suggested that ambivalence towards a behavior and, in turn doing
nothing, may at times be a rational response. Particularly during adolescence, peer acceptance is
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weighed very heavily and often of paramount importance to an individual (Smetana, CampioneBarr, & Metzger, 2006). It is often that membership in the peer group will dictate behavioral
norms, and to violate or betray the group would likely lead to rejection. In the context of
perpetration of unwanted sexual behaviors, acceptance of the behavior may be the adaptive
response, as it does not oblige the teen to “do anything” and thus avoids any potential for
interpersonal conflict with peers and significant others (Weiss, 2013). Weiss (2013) identified
this behavior as “adaptive indifference” and found that individuals were less likely to define any
experience with a known peer as unwanted. Perception findings of victimization by relationship
type indicate that rape by a stranger elicits less victim blaming than rape perpetrated by a friend
or dating partner (Coopera et al., 2016; Tamborra et al., 2014). These findings, though limited,
suggest that the relationship between the perpetrator and the victim may influence how a
potentially inappropriate behavior is viewed.
Examination of the perception research suggests that gender, age, and relationship type
may interact to influence judgments of sexual behaviors. A better understanding of these
perceptions will have important implications, given that specific deficits, biases, and gaps in
knowledge can be targeted for education and intervention programs.

PART 2. THE PRESENT STUDY

Brief Rationale and Hypotheses
The prevalence of sexual victimization in the US has been estimated to be between 5.8%
and 27.3%, depending on gender and sexual behavior, indicating that a substantial portion of
adolescents and adults have experienced some type of sexual victimization (Basile et al., 2014)
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The overarching conceptualization of sexual violence encompasses several constructs including
sexual harassment, sexual coercion, and sexting--three areas frequently studied within the
literature. To date, there are no universally agreed-upon terms to describe different types of
inappropriate sexual behaviors, such as sexual coercion, sexting, and sexual harassment.
Importantly, a literature review of these constructs revealed significant disparities within existing
definitions and behavioral classifications, as well as challenges in interpreting research findings.
The lack of operational clarity has not only influenced the consistency and validity of research
findings regarding the prevalence, incidence, and effect of victimization, but this lack of clarity
may also contribute to challenges in understanding what constitutes an inappropriate sexual
behavior and individual perceptions regarding the nature of the behavior. Further, few research
studies have investigated under what circumstances sexual interactions are judged to be
inappropriate. Thus, the purpose of this research is to determine: (1) the extent to which
individuals recognize sexual behaviors as inappropriate; (2) whether certain behaviors are
perceived as more inappropriate than others; and (3) whether contextual factors make a
difference in perceptions.
When examined collectively, existing research on perceptions of sexual behaviors
demonstrate variability in the way situations are viewed. This body of literature suggests that a
person’s view of whether a behavior is sexually inappropriate may differ depending on the
situation involved and characteristics of the perceiver (Rotundo et al., 2001; Terrance, 2004).
Terpstra and Baker (1986) proposed that these variations are a product of cognitive appraisal of
socio-sexual behavior, meaning that the context and individual differences interact to influence
how the individual perceives sexual situations. Previous research exploring the context of
perpetration of sexual behaviors has indicated that individuals often experience an increase in
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potentially unwanted sexual behaviors while in a relationship (Young et al., 2009), suggesting
that relationship status may be important to consider. In addition, other research indicates that
dating relationships were found to influence opinions of responsibility in sexual assault
scenarios, such that assailants in a dating relationship with the victim, were held less responsible
than acquaintance or stranger perpetrators (Hammock & Richardson, 1997). Some researchers
have also speculated that perceptions of what is sexually appropriate may vary by the gender of
the perceiver, specifically, that males may view behaviors as more appropriate and may overperceive sexual interest compared to females (Farris, Viken, & Treat, 2010). Conversely,
research examining blame attributions found that female participants were more likely to place
higher blame on the victim, specifically when the assailant was a stranger, reasoning that the
female should not have placed herself in a high risk situation with a stranger (Strömwall,
Alfredsson, & Landström, 2013). This finding may not translate into perceptions of
appropriateness of the behavior; however, it provides an alternative perspective on participant
gender judgments. There is some additional evidence to suggest that the age of the perceiver also
impacts views on sexual behaviors. One study found that adolescents may have difficulties
discerning appropriate sexual behavior (Grover, 2003), suggesting there may be a lack of clarity
concerning what behaviors are appropriate, consensual, and desired. Winslett and Gross (2008)
found that college-aged individuals were able to discern inappropriate behavior more often when
individual boundaries were communicated to a potential partner.
The majority of recent research on this topic has focused on self-reports of personal
victimization and perpetration experiences, providing valuable insight into the incidence, impact
of victimization, and more. However, there is sparse research on the perceptions of sexual
behaviors that does not require the disclosure of personal experiences. One method that has
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gained attention in recent years is the use of vignettes designed to examine participants’ attitudes
or judgments (Atzmuller & Steiner, 2010). Vignettes will provide important information on
public opinions, as they measure perceptions as opposed to actual experiences. Findings
presented by McMahon and Widom (2016) indicate that college-aged individuals perceive a
range of sexual behaviors to be inappropriate, with average ratings varying as a function of
vignette type. Their results also demonstrated that knowledge of a pre-existing relationship
influenced the perception of inappropriateness of a behavior. Significant differences in the mean
ratings of sexual behaviors were observed based on relationship type, such that the behaviors of
the dating partner were perceived as least inappropriate, whereas those of the stranger were
perceived as most egregious. Overall, these results suggested that individuals adjust their
perceptions of perpetration of different types of sexual violence when the behavior occurs
between peers, specifically dating partners. These findings form the basis for the current, more
comprehensive examination of the factors and circumstances that may influence perceptions of
sexual behaviors presented in the present paper.
In an effort to increase understanding of behaviors associated with sexual coercion,
harassment, and sexting, the present study expands on past research by asking participants to rate
the appropriateness of a greater range of sexual scenarios involving potentially unwanted
behaviors. Furthermore, the present study seeks to examine whether the nature of the relationship
(i.e., stranger, friend, dating partner, unspecified), gender, and age (i.e. college-aged versus
adult) of the person portrayed in the vignette impacts participants’ perceptions of sexual
behaviors. There are four primary aims of this study: 1) to examine the extent to which
individuals perceive a variety of sexual behaviors to be inappropriate; 2) to examine the
influence of relationship status between the perpetrator and victim on these perceptions; 3) to
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examine the effect of age on perceptions; and 4) to examine the effect of the gender on
perceptions. It is hypothesized that:
1. Individuals will generally perceive sexual behaviors as inappropriate; however, the
type of behavior portrayed in the vignette will influence the ratings of
inappropriateness.
2. Attitudes towards the sexual behaviors depicted in the vignettes will vary based on
the type of relationship between the perpetrator and the victim. Specifically,
relationships that involve a dating partnership will be associated with lower ratings of
inappropriateness, regardless of the severity of the behavior, compared to ratings of
the inappropriateness of the behaviors perpetrated by a friend or stranger.
3. Though there is limited empirical evidence to indicate whether age of the person
influences perceptions of appropriateness for sexual behaviors, it is hypothesized
perceptions of sexually inappropriate behaviors will increase with age.
4. Compared to males, female participants are hypothesized to report higher perceptions
of inappropriateness for sexual behaviors across all vignettes.
Method
Participants
Participants for this study were composed of two groups, an undergraduate sample
recruited from a large urban university and an adult community sample recruited through
Amazon Mechanical Turk. The study was described as a voluntary, online research study entitled
“Perceptions of Behavior,” with the following recruitment information: “The purpose of this
research study is to examine peoples’ opinions of various forms of behavior as shown through
short vignettes. The results of this study may give insight into how individual’s perceptions of
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behavior(s) change when presented with various hypothetical scenarios. The time commitment of
each participant is expected to be approximately 20 minutes.” The advertised information
purposely omitted disclosing that the scenarios depicted behaviors associated with sexual
violence in order to avoid priming. Each sample had slightly varied recruitment methods,
detailed in the subsequent sections. However, the undergraduate and adult community
participants were provided with the same survey and, thus, the data were combined to form one
sample for analysis.
College Sample. Undergraduate students from a large urban college in the Northeast
United States were recruited through the college’s online research experience program (N = 634).
A brief description of the study was posted on the college’s online participant research website,
and interested students volunteered to participate in the study. Individuals under the age of 18
were not eligible to participate. Upon completion of the survey, participants were awarded partial
research credit toward course requirements. Incomplete, duplicate, and data indicative of
inattentive responding were removed from the sample (n = 87), resulting in a final sample of 547
college recruited individuals. If the survey was completed by the same participant more than one
time, the first attempt was retained, and the subsequent attempts were removed.
Adult Community Sample. A community sample comprised of adults ages 25 and older
was recruited through the website Amazon Mechanical Turk. Amazon Mechanical Turk is a
public, online survey site community in which people can sign up to participate in studies for
monetary compensation. Mechanical Turk has been found to produce high-quality data,
particularly for sensitive subjects (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011). A brief description of
the study was posted on Mechanical Turk and individuals had the opportunity to sign up to
participate. Participants were required to reside in the United States and be over the age of 25.
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The use of Mechanical Turk filters made it possible to exclude individuals who did not meet
these requirements. The survey also incorporated Amazon Mechanical Turk recommended
security measures (reCaptcha) to reduce the likelihood of the survey being completed by "bots"
(an automated program). Per Amazon Mechanical Turk guidelines, an instructional inattention
check question was presented at the start of the survey, to further filter out any potential bots.
Upon consenting to participation and successful completion of the security check, participants
were given access to the anonymous survey. Following completion of the survey, the Amazon
Turk participants were provided a small amount of monetary compensation ($1.10) calculated
based on the current minimum wage ($7.25/hour). A total of 1,000 individuals completed the
survey. Incomplete and data indicative of inattentive responding (i.e., failed attention check,
completed under five minutes) was removed from the sample (n = 109), resulting in a final
sample of 891 adult community participants.
Total Sample. Following data cleaning, the combined total sample included 1,438
individuals, composed of 967 females (67.2%), 465 (32.3%) males, and 6 people who identified
as other (0.4%). Notably, the survey inquired about gender identity of the respondents, however
all but six of the 1,438 participants identified as male or female. Therefore, this paper will refer
to the gender variable as “sex” when describing the differences observed between male and
female participants in an effort to provide a more accurate description of what is being measured.
With regard to age, individuals were grouped into the following age ranges to allow for the
analysis of cohort differences; 18-24 (n = 503, 35%), 25-34 (n = 342, 23.8%), 35-44 (n =273,
19%), 45-54 (n = 171, 11.9%), 55-64 (n = 105, 7.3%), 65+ (n = 44, 3.1%). The majority of the
individuals identified as Caucasian (57.1%), with the remainder identifying as African
American/Black (13.5%), Asian/Pacific Islander (8.0%), American Indian/Alaskan Native
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(1.4%), Multiracial (5.4%), and Other (14.6%). About a quarter (25.8%) of the participants
identified as Hispanic or Latinx.
A power analysis using G*Power was conducted to determine an appropriate sample size.
The coefficients were based on a previous study, where the effect sizes of group differences
based on the type of relationship ranged from small to moderate across the various vignettes
(McMahon & Widom, 2016). The average effect size was calculated to be 0.2 which is
considered a small effect. The power analysis suggested that a minimum sample size of
approximately 1,200 participants was needed to detect a small effect with an alpha level of .05
and a power of .80 (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009). The sample size of this study
exceeded the suggested minimum.
Materials
Vignettes. Ten short vignettes were used in this study, nine depicting varying degrees of
sexual behavior and one (neutral) manipulation check scenario. The neutral scenario described
an individual giving “High-Fives” and was intended to reflect an appropriate behavior to serve as
a check for random responding. The nine other vignettes featured one or more individual(s)
engaging in a sexual behavior with another individual when consent is not explicitly or indirectly
provided. Dimensional models categorizing type and level of severity of sexual behaviors
(Fitzgerald et al., 1995; Lacasse, 2003; Ortega, 2010) as well as self-report scales such as the
Sexual Experience Questionnaire (Fitzgerald et al., 1995) and American Association of
University of Women Sexual Harassment Questionnaire (Hill & Kearl, 2011) were consulted in
the construction of vignettes and the selection of behaviors. The scenarios were constructed to
reflect a range of potentially unwanted sexual behaviors commonly endorsed by adolescents and
young adults to simulate real world scenarios (Fitzgerald et al., 1995; Lacasse, 2003; Lichty &
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Campbell, 2012; Terrance, 2004). The vignettes intentionally did not indicate whether the
behaviors were wanted or consensual in an attempt to avoid priming effects and to determine
whether the isolated behavior was perceived to be inappropriate. This design characteristic was
also intended to create ambiguity about the situation in order to better determine the extent to
which behaviors would be recognized as inappropriate. Findings from an earlier study indicated
that participants recognized the scenarios as sexually inappropriate and that the type of sexual
behavior significantly influenced the ratings of inappropriateness (McMahon & Widom, 2016).
Short descriptions of the ten vignettes to be used in this study are: (1) Rape -- proceeding to have
sexual intercourse with someone intoxicated and unconscious; (2) Sext Shared -- distributing a
nude picture of someone to several unknown parties; (3) Grope -- making a game of sexually
touching unknowing individuals; (4) Verbal Coercion -- making sexual comments and using
compliments and bribery to coerce sexual intercourse; (5) Sext Received --making sexually
explicit comments through text message, sending a nude picture, and requesting one in return;
(6) Kiss -- pressing one's body against someone and kissing them. (7) Leering – staring at
someone and indicating sexual interest; (8) Derogatory Name – calling someone by a sexually
derogatory name; (9) Bribing – offering assistance in exchange for a sexual favor. (10) High Five
(Neutral) – giving another individual a high five. Appendix D provides the exact vignettes.
Vignette Questionnaire. A questionnaire was developed to measure the participants’
perceptions of the inappropriateness of the behaviors depicted in each of the vignettes.
Respondents were asked to rate how much they agreed or disagreed with seven statements about
the behavior presented in each scenario using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly
Agree) to 7 (Strongly Disagree). Total scores (range = 7 - 49) were calculated by reverse scoring
positively worded items for each relationship condition (undefined, dating partner, friend, and
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stranger) and averaged to produce a mean rating for each of the ten vignettes. A higher score
indicates that the behavior in the scenario was viewed as more inappropriate. The scale’s internal
consistency was previously calculated through pilot data using Cronbach’s Alpha for all
vignettes (McMahon & Widom, 2016). The reliability analyses demonstrated that the scale has
good internal consistency for each scenario, α = .82 - .91. See appendix E for the Vignette
Questionnaire.
Demographic Questionnaire. At the conclusion of the survey, participants were asked a
series of questions about their demographic characteristics, gender identity2, race/ethnicity,
sexual orientation, age, level of education, marital status, and yearly income. See Appendix F for
the Demographic Questionnaires.
Procedure
All participants voluntarily signed up for the study and completed online consent forms.
Once consent was documented, individuals were given access to an anonymous online survey.
The survey contained general demographic questions, 10 vignettes, and the accompanying
questionnaire. Participants were asked to read all 10 vignettes and to rate their responses to the
questions provided. Prior to initiating the survey, all participants were randomly placed into one
of four relationship conditions (dating partner, friend, stranger, and unspecified). The vignettes
were not altered per condition, however, the instructions preceding the questionnaire were
customized to reflect no relationship (undefined) or identified the nature of the relationship
between the vignette characters in concordance with the assigned relationship condition. The
participant’s assigned condition remained consistent across all ten vignettes as such they
received the same instructions for all ten vignettes. The order in which the vignettes were
2

The questionnaire inquired about gender identity, however, given that the present study is limited to examining
self-identified males and females the term “sex” is used when describing findings related to males and females.
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presented was randomized across participants to minimize any possible ordering effects. After
reading each vignette, respondents were instructed to complete the 7-item scale regarding
perceptions of inappropriateness. At the end of the survey, participants were directed to a page
where they were thanked for their participation in the study. The protocol for this study was
approved by the Institutional Review Board associated with the college.
Statistical Analyses
Analyses for this study are based on a 2 (Participant Sex: male/female) x 4 (Participant
Age: 18-24, 25-34, 35-44, 45+) x 4 (Relationship Status: dating partner, friend, stranger, or
undefined) quasi-experimental design. The data were analyzed using several two-way mixed
model ANOVAs to determine if there was an interaction among groups on a continuous
dependent variable (ratings of vignettes) that is measured more than once (Field, 2009). Separate
analyses were run to determine if there was a significant interaction between each betweensubjects variable (i.e., participant age, participant sex, and relationship status condition) and the
within-subjects variable (vignette type) on the dependent variable (ratings of vignettes). A series
of F-tests were then used to determine if the main effects for between-subjects and withinsubjects variables were significant at an alpha level of .05. For significant interactions and main
effects, pairwise comparisons were conducted to determine the simple main effects.
For all analyses, the assumptions of these tests (e.g., absence of outliers, normality,
homogeneity of variance, sphericity) were examined prior to running analyses. Of note,
normality was assessed for each independent variable through the Shapiro-Wilk's test. In all
cases, normality was violated, in that the ratings of inappropriateness were not normally
distributed within any vignettes. Observation of the data's skew through the use of histograms
indicated that the results were all negatively skewed. The observed skew in the data is not
unexpected given the large sample size and that the vignettes were intended to reflect
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inappropriate sexual behaviors (higher scores). ANOVAs are generally considered robust to this
violation (Glass, Peckham, & Sanders, 1972). However, to better ensure that the deviations from
normality did not affect results in a meaningful way, nonparametric tests were also conducted.
The Friedman test is a nonparametric alternative to a one-way repeated measure ANOVA that is
less susceptible to outliers (Laerd Statistics, 2015) and makes fewer assumptions regarding the
distribution of the data (Field, 2009). The Friedman test was conducted, and results were
compared with that of the one-way repeated measures ANOVA. The comparison revealed that
the results did not differ between analyses, indicating that it was acceptable to proceed with the
interpretation of one-way repeated measure ANOVAs despite assumption violations. It should be
noted that the decision to continue conducting one-way repeated measures ANOVAs in the
presence of violations of outliers and issues with normality was retained through all subsequent
analyses of the continuous dependent variable.
The data were also screened for outliers in all analyses by evaluating a series of box-plots
revealing several outliers. The outliers appeared to be due to genuine variation in responding (as
opposed to entry errors) and likely influenced by the expected skew in the data. The analyses of
variance were run with and without outliers revealing that the results did not significantly differ
based on the inclusion or exclusion of outliers. Therefore, it was decided that all analyses would
proceed with the inclusion of outliers given they were in the range of possible responses.
The assumptions of a two-way mixed and one-way ANOVA were examined for each
interaction and subsequent analyses of simple main effects. In all cases, results of Mauchly’s
Test of Sphericity demonstrated that the assumption of sphericity had been violated for the twoway interaction, indicating that the variances of differences were not equal, increasing the risk of
Type 1 error. Therefore, for each case, the degrees of freedom (df) were corrected using a
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Greenhouse-Geisser estimate of sphericity to elicit a more accurate p-value and reduce an
increase in Type 1 error.
Results
Ratings of Inappropriateness Overall - Unspecified Relationship
A one-way repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to determine whether there was a
statistically significant difference in mean ratings of inappropriateness among vignette types for
the unspecified relationship condition. Mean ratings of vignettes depicting a sexual behavior
ranged from 34.89 to 46.43 on a scale of 7 (appropriate) to 49 (inappropriate). The average
ratings were all relatively high, suggesting that the sexual behaviors in each scenario were
perceived to be on the inappropriate end of the spectrum. The mean rating of the manipulation
check scenario (“High Five”) was 12.06 and indicated that people were able to distinguish
between potentially inappropriate sexual behaviors and standard social interactions. Figure 1
displays the means (M) and standard deviations (SD) of the average rating for each of the 10
vignettes. The results of the ANOVA show that ratings of inappropriateness were significantly
affected by the vignette type, F(6.52, 2393.53) = 168.12, p < .001 partial η2 = 0.31. Statistical
significance of vignette type on ratings of inappropriateness is further examined in interaction
and subsequent simple main effect analyses detailed in the sections below.
Ratings of Inappropriateness by Relationship Type
A two-way mixed ANOVA was conducted to determine whether there was an interaction
between relationship status (between-subjects) and vignette type (within-subjects) on ratings of
inappropriateness. The relationship status variable is comprised of four conditions: Friend (n=
355), Dating Partner (n = 352), Stranger (n= 363), and Unspecified (n = 368). The results
revealed a statistically significant interaction between the vignette type and relationship
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condition on ratings of inappropriateness, F(19.82, 9471.91) = 36.31, p <.001, η2 = .07 e = 0.83
(Figure 2). This indicates that ratings of inappropriateness of different types of vignettes differed
according to the relationship condition. One-way ANOVAs were then conducted to examine the
simple main effects of the relationship type on ratings of inappropriateness for each vignette.
Levene’s F test was significant for all but the “Sext Shared” vignette indicating that the
homogeneity of variance assumption was not met for 8 of the vignettes. For these vignettes,
Welch’s adjusted F ratio and the Games-Howell procedure for examining multiple comparisons
were used to account for unequal variances. As seen in Table 1, both the equal variance and
unequal variance F-tests revealed a statistically significant effect of relationship condition on
ratings of inappropriateness for one or more of the relationship conditions (dating partner, friend,
stranger, and unspecified) in each vignette. These results suggest that knowledge of a preexisting relationship influences the rating of inappropriateness of a behavior. Multiple
comparisons indicated that participants assigned lower ratings of inappropriateness when
vignette characters were described as dating partners across the majority of vignettes.
Conversely, when characters in the vignettes were described as strangers, higher ratings of
inappropriateness were assigned across the majority of vignettes (see Table 1).
To determine the simple main effects of vignette type on ratings of inappropriateness,
one-way repeated measures ANOVAs with pairwise comparisons were conducted for each
relationship condition. Results indicated a statistically significant main effect of vignette type on
ratings of inappropriateness for each relationship condition (Table 2). Pairwise comparisons with
a Bonferroni adjustment revealed significant mean differences between vignettes in each
relationship condition and are presented in Table 3.
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Age and Perceptions of Inappropriateness
A two-way mixed ANOVA was conducted to determine if there was an interaction
between participant age (between-subjects) and vignette type (within-subjects) on ratings of
inappropriateness. The participant age variable is comprised of four age groups: 18-24 (n= 503),
25-34 (n = 342), 35-44 (n= 273), and 45+ (n = 320). The results of the two-way mixed ANOVA
revealed a statistically significant interaction between the vignette type and participant age on
ratings of inappropriateness, F(17.95, 8577.90) = 5.49, p <.001., η2 = .01 e = 0.75 (Figure 3).
This indicates that ratings of inappropriateness of different types of vignettes differed according
to participant age. To examine the interaction more thoroughly, several one-way ANOVAs were
conducted to examine the simple main effects of the relationship condition on ratings of
inappropriateness for each vignette. Levene’s F test was significant for all but the “Derogatory
Comment” and “Leer” vignettes indicating that the homogeneity of variance assumption was not
met for 7 of the vignettes. For these vignettes, Welch’s adjusted F ratio and the Games-Howell
procedure for examining multiple comparisons were used to account for unequal variances. As
seen in Table 4, both the equal variance and unequal variance F-tests revealed a statistically
significant effect of participant age on ratings of inappropriateness for one or more of the age
groups in each vignette. In contrast to expectations, young adults (18-24) assigned higher ratings
of inappropriateness across the majority of vignettes compared to groups of older adults (Table
4).
To determine the simple main effects of vignette type on ratings of inappropriateness,
one-way repeated measures ANOVAs with pairwise comparisons were conducted for each
participant age group. Results indicated a statistically significant main effect of vignette type on
ratings of inappropriateness for each age group (Table 5). Pairwise comparisons with a
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Bonferroni adjustment revealed significant mean differences between vignettes in each age
group and are presented in Table 6.
Sex Differences in Perceptions of Inappropriateness
A two-way mixed ANOVA was conducted to determine if there was an interaction
between participant sex (between-subjects) and vignette type (within-subjects) on ratings of
inappropriateness. Participant sex consists of two groups: female (n= 967) and male (n = 465).
The results of the two-way mixed ANOVA demonstrated a statistically significant interaction
between the vignette type and participant sex on ratings of inappropriateness, F(6.02, 8609.11) =
589.85, p <.0005., η2 = .005, e = 0.75 (Figure 3). Several one-way ANOVAs were conducted to
examine the simple main effects of the relationship condition on ratings of inappropriateness for
each vignette. Levene’s F test was significant for all but the “Kiss” and “Leer” vignettes
indicating that the homogeneity of variance assumption was not met for 7 of the vignettes. For
these vignettes, Welch’s adjusted F ratio and the Games-Howell procedure for examining
multiple comparisons were used to account for unequal variances. As seen in Table 7, both the
equal variance and unequal variance F-tests revealed a statistically significant effect of
participant sex on ratings of inappropriateness in each vignette. The results of multiple
comparisons indicated that female participants assigned higher ratings of inappropriateness
regardless of vignette type (Table 7).
To determine the simple main effects of vignette type on ratings of inappropriateness,
one-way repeated measures ANOVAs with pairwise comparisons were conducted for female and
male participants. Results indicate a statistically significant main effect of vignette type on
ratings of inappropriateness for both male and female participants (Table 8). Pairwise
comparisons with a Bonferroni adjustment identified significant mean differences between
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vignettes and are presented in Table 9.
Discussion and Conclusions
This research examined whether individuals recognize different forms of sexual violence
as inappropriate and how these perceptions are influenced by contextual factors and individual
differences. Specifically, this study explores how the type of behavior, knowledge of the
relationship, and participant age and sex impacted judgments of inappropriateness of sexual
behaviors. As postulated in Terpstra and Baker’s (1986) theory of cognitive appraisal of sociosexual behavior, the overall findings of this study reinforce that context and individual
differences interact to influence perceptions of sexual situations (Rotundo et al., 2001; Terrance,
2004). More specific discussion of these findings and their implications are detailed in the
sections below.
Types of Sexually Inappropriate Behaviors Make a Difference
Mean ratings of inappropriateness were examined for the unspecified relationship
condition to establish a base understanding of differences between vignette types. As expected,
these results suggest that individuals generally recognize potentially unwanted sexual behaviors
as inappropriate, with average ratings varying as a function of the type of behavior. The overall
ratings given to each vignette implied a ranking among the behaviors, suggesting that some
sexual behaviors are viewed as more inappropriate than others. Specifically, the rape scenario
was perceived to be most severe as it received the highest ratings, followed by sext shared, bribe,
and grope. This ranking of behaviors was consistently observed across conditions (relationship
type) and groups (participant age and sex), with some variation in mean differences. Generally,
this suggests that extraneous factors influence the variation in mean ratings but may not
influence the hierarchy of rankings. Rape, sext shared, bribe, and grope scenarios were always
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viewed as the most inappropriate behaviors. The leer scenario was perceived as the least
inappropriate behavior, as it almost always received the lowest ratings across conditions and
groups. The remaining behaviors (derogatory comment, verbal coercion, sext received, and kiss)
did not reveal a consistent pattern across conditions and groups, and instead varied in rankings
and mean differences. The following two examples highlight the inconsistency of the findings
with regard to rankings across two different variables (relationship condition and age). Within
the friend condition, there were no significant differences between the verbal coercion, kiss, sext
received, and derogatory comment scenarios, suggesting that each behavior was rated too
similarly to indicate a ranking. In the 18-24-year-old age group, the ratings of these vignettes are
more complicated: the verbal coercion and derogatory comment do not significantly differ;
derogatory comment and kiss do not significantly differ; and ratings of verbal coercion and kiss
scenarios do significantly differ. Generally, the lack of consistent pattern in rankings of these
behaviors reveals a complexity in interpretation across variables. Subsequently, it appears that
there is more ambiguity surrounding how individuals perceive these behaviors, and accounting
for extraneous factors may not provide additional clarification. Further, despite each scenario
depicting different types of sexual behaviors, the lower-rated behaviors tended to cluster
together, in that they were viewed somewhat similarly in terms of inappropriateness. This
finding supports the notion that ambiguous sexual behaviors (i.e., less overt or physically
intrusive) are prone to greater variation in perceptions regarding whether the behavior is
considered problematic, inappropriate, or a form of sexual violence (Hand & Sanchez, 2000;
Tamborra et al, 2014; Terrance, 2004; Weiss, 2013; Winslett & Gross, 2008). The present results
reinforce the notion that individuals may not be able to confidently identify certain behaviors
depicted in the vignettes (i.e., verbal coercion, derogatory comment, kiss, and sext received) as
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overt forms of sexual violence and thus they are given lower ratings of inappropriateness.
Interestingly, the behaviors consistently deemed most inappropriate (rape, sext shared,
bribe, grope) represent different types of sexual violence (i.e., physical, verbally coercive, and
computer-mediated), while the remaining five behaviors (derogatory comment, verbal coercion,
sext received, kiss, and leer) also represent variations of different types of sexual violence (i.e.,
harassment, computer-mediated, coercion, physical, etc.). Thus, the perceptions of the severity of
a behavior are not exclusively reliant on a single characteristic of the behavior (i.e., physically
intrusive in nature). This indicates that it may not be appropriate or helpful to differentiate level
of severity by type of behavior (i.e. physical vs. non-physical) depicting sexual violence, as the
extent to which a behavior is viewed as more or less inappropriate is complex.
Relationship Types Make a Difference in Perceptions of Inappropriateness of Sexual
Behaviors
As hypothesized, relationship type was also found to have a significant effect on ratings
of inappropriateness. An examination of the interaction between relationship condition and
vignette type indicated that the influence of relationship type on ratings of inappropriateness was
in part dependent on the sexual behavior described in the vignette. Looking at the influence of
type of vignette and the relationship condition independently, the vignettes followed a similar
ranking as described previously, such that rape was rated as most inappropriate, followed by sext
shared, bribe, and grope, regardless of relationship condition. As described in the previous
section, there was no consistent ranking and less overall variation in ratings between the
remaining vignettes (derogatory comment, verbal coercion, sext received, kiss, and leer).
Looking at the relationship condition, across most vignettes, the stranger condition produced
higher scores (i.e., more inappropriate) than the friend condition, which in turn had higher scores

40

than the dating partner condition. Looking at the findings of relationship condition and vignette
type together, the results indicate that these factors interact to influence ratings of
inappropriateness, therefore the findings will be further described concurrently below.
As noted earlier, across all relationship conditions, the rape scenario received the highest
ratings, indicating that it was perceived to be most inappropriate when compared to other
vignettes. Interestingly, the average ratings of the rape scenario did not differ between strangers
and friends; however, when individuals in the vignette were described as dating partners,
participants tended to assign a lower rating. Interpreting these findings suggests that the Rape
scenario, which depicts non-consensual sex with an incapacitated person, is considered equally
inappropriate between strangers and friends and less inappropriate when it occurs between dating
partners. Similarly, bribing someone for sexual favors was considered equally inappropriate
among friends and strangers and less inappropriate between dating partners.
This pattern was evident across most vignettes. Perceptions of inappropriateness in the
dating partner condition were the lowest compared to friend and stranger conditions. These
findings are consistent with the existing literature, which suggests that different forms of sexual
violence often occur in the context of an intimate relationship and are considered less upsetting
(Coopera et. al., 2016; Fair, 2011; Williams et al., 2014). Further, individuals also tend to
perceive sexual behaviors between friends as less inappropriate than those perpetrated by an
acquaintance or stranger (Lacasse, 2006). This notion adheres to Weiss's (2013) theory of
"adaptive indifference," which suggests that individuals are less likely to define experiences with
a known peer as unwanted because accepting the behavior reduces the potential for internal and
interpersonal conflict. Unfortunately, the idea of adaptive indifference not only normalizes
sexual violence among peers, but also inadvertently increases the stigma associated with

41

reporting sexually inappropriate behaviors among well-known peers and dating partners
(Coopera et al., 2016; Tamborra et al., 2014).
There were a few deviations from this pattern. Specifically, ratings of inappropriateness
did not differ between the friend and dating partner conditions for the derogatory comment and
grope vignettes, indicating that individuals perceived those behaviors as equally inappropriate
between the two relationship types. There were also no differences in ratings of the sext shared
scenario across relationship conditions, suggesting that the behavior is viewed as equally
inappropriate for all relationship types. Research suggests that sharing a nude image of a partner
or friend without their knowledge or consent is commonly motivated by a desire to embarrass or
harass the victim and can result in severe emotional distress (Goggin and Crawford, 2011). The
high ratings attributed to the sext shared scenario may be further explained by the substantial
media coverage of “sexting,” which often emphasizes the consequences associated with
engaging in such behaviors (i.e., legal repercussions, psychological distress).
It is also important to highlight that the sext shared scenario received the highest ratings
of inappropriateness, second to rape, across all relationship conditions. Of specific note, the sext
shared scenario's mean rating is consistent across all relationship types, whereas the rape
scenario's mean rating decreased in the dating partner relationship condition. Subsequently, the
mean ratings of the two scenarios in the dating partner relationship condition did not
significantly differ from each other and thus were perceived as equally inappropriate. It is
striking that individuals perceive sharing a nude image of your dating partner to be similar (in
terms of inappropriateness) to engaging in sexual intercourse with an incapacitated dating
partner. Several possible explanations of ways to interpret these findings are described below.
First, in both situations, the action is performed without any indication of consent and
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occurs between an individual where trust is assumed. Arguably, rape is considered a highly
invasive and inappropriate behavior regardless of the relationship between individuals involved.
However, there may be an assumption that dating partners previously consented to sexual
intercourse and is this extended to the current circumstance, whereas participants may not have
assumed that consent to share nude images of a dating partner was previously attained. Second,
with the popularity of online dating and in particular, phone dating applications, people may
relate to the possibility of having a nude image of themselves circulated. One study identified
that 50% of participants engaged in unwanted but consensual sexting with their partner (Drouin
& Tobin, 2014), indicating that the behavior may be perceived as more common. Third, it may
the case that inclusion of a third party increases perceptions of inappropriateness. The
unconsented sharing of a nude image allows for uninvited individuals to view and potentially
publicize the image to others. This introduces a violation of privacy novel to the sext shared
scenario in addition to violations of trust shared between both scenarios among dating partners.
The kiss scenario produced the greatest variation in mean differences across relationship
conditions, indicating that judgments of inappropriateness of this behavior are highly dependent
on the relationship of the individuals involved. There was a stark difference between the ratings
assigned to strangers and dating partners, with the stranger condition generating much higher
ratings of inappropriateness. On the one hand, this result makes sense, but it also reinforces the
fact that perceptions of sexually inappropriate behaviors are complex and not dependent on the
act itself.
Participant Age Makes a Difference in Perceptions of Inappropriateness
The existing literature on the influence of the person's age on perceptions of sexual
violence is limited to differences between adolescents and college-aged individuals, and findings
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suggest that increasing age has a positive relationship with recognition of sexually inappropriate
behaviors. The results of the current study do not support this hypothesis in a comparison of
cohorts of young adults to middle-aged and older adults. The current findings indicate that the
youngest group of adults (age 18-24) reported the highest ratings of inappropriate sexual
behaviors, regardless of the behavior. This finding may suggest that young adults, primarily
those attending college are more likely to perceive inappropriate sexual behaviors than older
adults. This finding reinforces the efforts of college campus campaigns and movements aimed at
raising awareness and disseminating information regarding sexual violence. These results might
also suggest that older adults perceive sexual behaviors differently and perhaps due to changes in
social norms that have occurred over time. For example, a New York Times article highlighted
changes in acceptability of sexual behaviors; “a smack on the butt, a grab, and kiss, and
subjection to coercive speech…are considered potentially offensive and maybe actionable, often
for the first time in history” (Bennet, 2018). Ultimately, variations in ratings among age cohorts
may in part be governed by changes in societal attitudes, as sexual behaviors perceived to be
highly inappropriate in the current societal climate may have been perceived as more acceptable
and less controversial in previous generations.
There was little variation in ratings among older cohorts of adults across vignettes. One
notable exception to this pattern was the finding that the oldest group of adults (45+) perceived
the sext received scenario as more inappropriate than any other age group. It is possible that
older adults perceive this behavior to be more inappropriate than younger age groups because
they are the least likely to engage in online dating applications, which is recognized as a method
of transmitting sext messages and thus may normalize the behavior (Van Ouystel, Van Gool,
Walrave, Ponnet, & Peeters, 2017).
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Participant Sex Makes a Difference in Perceptions of Inappropriateness of Sexual
Behaviors
As predicted, when compared to males, female participants rated all vignettes
significantly higher (more inappropriate). These findings are consistent with the current literature
and reinforces the idea that females are better able to recognize sexual violence and, in the case
of the current study, more likely to perceive any type of sexually inappropriate behaviors as more
severe than males. With regard to the ambiguity of behaviors, males applied the same hierarchy
of rankings as females for the four most inappropriate behaviors (rape, sext shared, bribe, and
grope) and mean differences in ratings of vignettes between females and males remained fairly
consistent across all behaviors. The existing literature provides two potential explanations for the
observed differences in perceptions between males and females. The first is that acts of sexual
violence are experienced differently between males and females. Specifically, compared to
males, females report experiencing a greater range of sexually inappropriate behaviors, being
victimized more often, and feeling more distressed by perpetration. (Chiodo et al., 2009; Clear et
al., 2014; Hill & Kearl, 2011; Mitchell et al., 2014; Ormerod, 2008). A second possibility
concerns the perceived norms of what is acceptable behavior according to an individual's
identified sex. For example, males may receive praise from peers for engaging in sexual
behaviors that are associated with demonstrations of masculinity. Reinforcement of such
attitudes may contribute to males perceiving sexual behaviors to be less inappropriate when
compared to females, who are more often subjected to negativity and judgment following
engagement in sexual activity (Coopera et. al., 2016; Oswald, 2006; Ringrose, 2012). Future
studies might consider assessing whether participants’ experiences of perpetration and
victimization as well as attitudes regarding sex and gender roles influence judgments of sexually
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inappropriate behaviors.
Limitations and Future Directions
While this study has a number of strengths, there are also limitations to note. The sample
used in this study is comprised of undergraduate students attending a large urban college and
older adult users of the online domain, Mechanical Turk. Given that each pool of participants are
completing the study online for either course credit or monetary value, it is possible that some
participants were not properly attending to the content, despite the use of manipulation checks.
Furthermore, given that about 38% of the participants were enrolled in college and about 65% of
the remaining participants had obtained an associate's level degree or higher, the sample may be
better educated than the general population, meaning that results may not necessarily be
generalizable beyond such populations.
Two-thirds of participants in the sample identified as female compared to male, which
has the potential to skew the overall ratings of vignettes. The current study and existing research
suggests that compared to males, females tend to assign higher ratings of inappropriateness to
vignettes depicting any form of sexual violence. Thus, it is possible that the overall ratings of
vignettes may be lower if the ratio of males to females was even. It is also important to note that
the sex of the characters in the vignettes was not overtly mentioned; however, given the names
and pronouns used throughout all vignettes, it is assumed that the perpetrator was male while the
victim female. The decision was made to maintain this dynamic throughout all vignettes in an
attempt to maintain consistency between vignette types and to align with existing research. It is
likely that manipulating the sex of the perpetrator and the victim (female to male, male to female,
male to male, and female to female) would yield different results, which should be explored
further in future studies.
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Due to constraints on time and resources, it was not possible to extend this research to
include an adolescent sample, although it would be extremely worthwhile to assess differences in
development directly related to interpersonal relationships and romantic interests. Understanding
how adolescents perceive sexual behaviors would be extremely helpful in developing a
curriculum designed to educate youth on relevant aspects of inappropriate sexual behaviors,
particularly elements of consent, recognition, and potential consequences of perpetration. With
information on variations in age extending to individuals in various stages of adolescence, this
curriculum could also be specialized to educate teachers and parents on what behaviors may be
specific to adolescents and how to best address any concerns of sexual misconduct. Considering
the sparse research examining the effect of age on perceptions of sexual violence, particularly
among adults, future studies should continue research in this area with adult populations. More
specifically, it would be informative to explore the relevance of the “adaptive indifference”
theory (Weiss, 2013) when applied to different age cohorts of adults. Research focused on adult
populations may also benefit from examining the effect of social norms across generations to
collectively aid in informing education/intervention efforts.
The current study chose to utilize vignettes to gain insight into perceptions of sexual
behaviors without requiring self-disclosure of related experiences. Smelser (1995) wrote about
how ambivalence is relative, and individuals' understanding of a construct may be limited to the
context in which it is experienced. Though participants were purposely not asked to consider or
disclose their own experiences with perpetration or victimization of sexual violence, it is possible
that personal experience with behaviors depicted in the vignettes may have influenced ratings.
Furthermore, variations in perceptions may also be dependent on whether an individual
considered their own experiences as adverse or a form of sexual violence. Future research should
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explore whether self-reported victimization and/or perpetration experiences influence ratings of
inappropriateness, and then examine whether differences are found if an individual identifies
their experience as adverse.
A major limitation of this research concerns the challenges associated with
operationalizing and conceptualizing sexual violence through the lens of sexual harassment,
sexual coercion, and sexting. Ultimately, overlap between constructs has led to terms being used
interchangeably and confusion regarding what behaviors constitute what label (i.e., sexual
harassment, sexual coercion, sexting). The current research indicates that people tend to view
some behaviors as more inappropriate than others, due to the nature of the behavior itself. Now
that we know behaviors are perceived to be on a spectrum, with more ambiguous sexual
behaviors eliciting a lack of confidence in whether a behavior is more or less inappropriate, what
do we do to clarify the ambiguity? Using the umbrella term “sexual violence”, the CDC
assembled a panel with the task of creating “uniform definitions” for the surveillance of sexual
violence (Basile et al., 2014). Recognizing the lack of clarity within this field of study, they
offered definitions specific to the components of sexual violence, distinguishing specific
behaviors from one and other, as well as providing recommendations for methods of
measurement. This method of operationalizing sexual violence would allow for uniformity in
defining and measuring all facets of sexual violence. If researchers begin to model their data
collection on the typology described and definitions provided, there is the potential for
improvement in the consistency and general understanding of findings related to sexual violence.
Although it is unlikely this model will solve all of the methodological problems described
earlier, the current way of describing these terms is limiting and problematic.
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Conclusion and Implications
This study extends our understanding of how individuals perceive variations of sexual
violence and identifies some contextual and individual factors that play a key role in influencing
people’s judgments of behaviors. Individuals perceive a range of different types of sexual
behaviors to be inappropriate. However, as noted in the New York Times article, this study
suggests that certain behaviors likely fall into a “grey zone” reflecting ambiguity in the extent to
which these behaviors are perceived as inappropriate. This research has shown that context is an
important consideration as there appears to be a greater acceptance of perpetration between
dating partners. If behaviors are perceived to be less severe among dating partners, it is likely
that there is an increase in stigma associated with reporting this type of sexual violence. This has
important implications for education and intervention programs and demonstrates a need to work
on better disseminating information on consent with an emphasis on dating relationships. On the
other hand, the current findings suggest that college campaigns aimed at preventing sexual
violence may be effective in increasing awareness of inappropriate sexual behaviors. In the
current study, older adults did not appear to have the same awareness about sexually
inappropriate behaviors, highlighting the importance of exploring new ways to disseminate
information to the public, with an emphasis on targeting middle-aged and older adults. It is
possible that generational differences may have influenced variations of ratings in the middleaged and older adults. Therefore, it is recommended that intervention efforts consider the results
of research on social norms and age cohort differences to gain more insight and perhaps
successful approaches to changing perceptions of inappropriate sexual behavior.
These new findings also revealed substantial differences in perceptions of
appropriateness in males and females. It is not known whether differences in attitudes toward
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masculinity and gender identity play a role. Future research might be directed at examining the
role of the media and peer interactions to explore whether these contribute to variations in
perceptions.
It is important to highlight that despite the variation in ratings across contextual and
individual factors, all scenarios depicting potentially unwanted sexual behaviors were perceived
as inappropriate. This finding has important implications for victim advocacy and may be helpful
in validating an individual’s experience of sexual victimization. This is not intended to minimize
the personal challenges and adversity associated with potential stigma of reporting sexual
violence, particularly if it involves a friend or dating partner. However, the findings of this study
indicate that the general public recognizes a wide range of sexual behaviors as inappropriate and
knowing this may provide comfort to victims and support decisions to report.
In sum, this study has highlighted public perceptions of inappropriate sexual behaviors
and thus suggests target areas for the development of education and intervention programs. A
review of the existing literature has also emphasized the need for consistency in the operational
definitions of sexual violence in order to reduce significant variations in findings. This will
hopefully reduce ambiguity regarding perceptions of less overt or physically intrusive forms of
sexual violence. More consistency and clarity in definitions will promote more efficiency in
disseminating findings to appropriate parties, such as police, lawmakers, teachers, and the
general public. Ultimately, continued research in this area will expand our understanding of
perceptions of sexual violence informing intervention and prevention strategies aimed at harm
reduction.
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Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analyses of Variance for Effects of Relationship on Ratings of Inappropriateness Across Nine Vignettes
Friend
Vignettes

M

Dating Partner
(SD)

Stranger
M

(SD)

Unspecified
M

(SD)

df

F

⍵2

(SD)

M

Rape

46.41 (4.93)a

44.66

(6.59)b

46.56 (4.69)a

46.43 (5.03)a

(3, 790.92) 1

7.59***

0.01

Derogatory Comment

36.62 (8.11)a

37.24

(7.75)ab

38.49 (6.90)b

38.43 (6.06)b

(3, 791.87) 1

5.42***

0.01

Verbal Coercion

37.75 (8.38)a

32.43 (11.44)b

40.06 (7.57)c

39.55 (7.62)c

(3, 786.54) 1

44.14***

0.08

Leer

32.94 (9.03)a

28.18 (10.30)b

34.97 (8.06)c

34.89 (7.76)c

(3, 789.91) 1

39.45***

0.07

Grope

39.77 (8.94)a

37.97

(9.66)a

42.37 (6.87)b

41.66 (7.44)b

(3, 787.10) 1

19.49***

0.04

Sext Received

37.45 (8.83)a

31.84 (11.19)b

40.10 (8.14)c

37.62 (8.84)a

(3, 791.32) 1

41.48***

0.08

Sext Shared

44.46 (6.14)a

44.31

(6.11)a

44.59 (6.07)a

44.76 (5.93)a

(3, 1434)

Bribe

43.72 (6.55)a

40.89

(9.02)b

44.17 (6.34)a

43.98 (6.38)a

(3, 788.77) 1

11.97***

0.02

Kiss

37.58 (9.53)a

27.74 (12.93)b

42.06 (7.97)c

39.08 (8.86)a

(3, 784.93) 1

106.62***

0.18

0.37

0.00

Note: M = mean; SD = standard deviation; df = corrected degrees of freedom; ⍵2 = omega squared effect size; 1 = Welch’s F-test. The
superscript letters (a, b, c) reflect differences or lack of differences in pairwise comparisons. When groups have different letters, they
are significantly different from one another on that characteristic at p < .05
*p < .05. ***p < .001.
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Table 2
ANOVA Main Effects of Vignette Type on Ratings of Inappropriateness for each Relationship Condition
df

MS

F

p

η2

Friend

6.69, 2367.76

8090.35

179.55

.001

0.34

Dating Partner

5.52, 1937.64

21206.56

275.62

.001

0.44

Stranger

7.00, 2531.82

5136.58

151.04

.001

0.29

Unspecified

6.52, 2393.53

6405.18

168.12

.001

0.31

Relationship

Note. df = Greenhouse – Geisser corrected degrees of freedom; MS = mean squares; η2= partial eta squared effect size.
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Table 3
Ratings of Inappropriateness Mean Differences Among Vignettes Within Relationship Condition
Derogatory
Comment

Verbal
Coercion

Leer

Grope

Sext Received

Sext Shared

Bribe

Kiss

1.95***

2.69***

8.84***

Friend
Rape

9.79***

Derogatory
Comment

8.66***
-1.13

Verbal Coercion

13.48***

6.65***

3.69***

-3.14***

-0.83

-7.84***

-7.10***

-0.96

4.81***

-2.01***

0.30

-6.71***

-5.97***

0.18

-4.52***

-11.52***

-10.78***

-4.64***

2.31***

-4.70***

-3.96***

2.19***

-7.01***

-6.27***

Leer

-6.83***

Grope

8.96***

Sext Received
Sext Shared

0.74

Bribe

-0.12
6.89***
-6.14***

Dating Partner
Rape
Derogatory
Comment
Verbal Coercion
Leer
Grope
Sext Received
Sext Shared
Bribe

7.42***

12.23***

16.48***

6.70***

4.81***

9.06***

-0.72

5.41***

4.25***

-5.53***

0.60

-9.78***

12.83***

0.36

3.77***

16.92***

-7.06***

-3.65***

9.50

-11.88***

-8.46***

4.69***

-3.65***

-16.13***

-12.71***

6.13***

-6.34***

-2.92***

10.22***

-12.47***

-9.05***

4.09***

3.42***

16.57***

0.44

13.25***
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Table 3 (continued)
Ratings of Inappropriateness Mean Differences Among Vignettes Within Relationship Condition
Derogatory
Comment

Verbal
Coercion

Leer

Grope

Sext Received

Sext Shared

Bribe

Kiss

Stranger
Rape

8.07***

Derogatory
Comment

6.50***

11.59***

4.19***

-1.57***

3.52***

-3.88***

5.09***

Verbal Coercion
Leer

1.97***

2.39***

4.50***

-1.61*

-6.10***

-5.68***

-3.57***

-2.31***

-0.04

-4.53***

-4.11***

-2.00***

-7.39***

-5.13***

-9.61***

-9.20***

-7.09***

2.27***

-2.22***

-1.80***

-4.49***

-4.07***

Grope

6.46***

Sext Received
Sext Shared

0.42

Bribe

0.31
-1.96***
2.53***
2.11***

Undefined
Rape
Derogatory
Comment
Verbal Coercion
Leer
Grope
Sext Received
Sext Shared
Bribe

8.00***

6.89***
-1.11

11.55***

4.78***

8.82***

1.67***

2.46***

3.55***

-3.22***

0.82

4.66***

-2.11***
-6.77***

-6.33***

-5.55***

-0.64

1.93***

--5.22***

-4.43***

0.47

-2.73***

-9.88***

-9.10***

-4.19***

4.04***

-3.11***

-2.32***

2.58***

-7.15***

-6.36***
0.78

7.36***

-1.46
5.69***
4.91***

Notes: Analysis of variance revealed a statistically significant effect of sexual vignette within each relationship type. The asterisks indicate
significance values for pairwise comparisons; *p < .05., ***p < .001
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Table 4
Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analyses of Variance for Effects of Age on Ratings of Inappropriateness Across Nine Vignettes
18-24
Vignettes

M

(SD)

25-34
M

(SD)

35-44
M

(SD)

45+
M

(SD)

df

Rape

46.83

(4.12)a

45.48

(6.34)b

46.20

(5.08)ab

45.20

(6.07)b

(3, 688.07) 1

Derogatory Comment

39.31

(7.12)a

37.79

(7.49)b

36.03

(7.14)c

36.54

(7.44)bc

Verbal Coercion

39.53

(8.30)a

37.37

(9.50)b

35.59

(9.58)b

36.04

Leer

33.90

(9.03)a

32.69

(9.16)ab

31.11

(9.45)b

Grope

41.97

(7.24)a

40.05

(8.91)b

40.04

Sext Received

37.58

(9.32)a

35.13 (10.22)b

Sext Shared

45.58

(5.19)a

44.47

Bribe

44.16

(6.29)a

42.69

Kiss

37.90

(10.44)a

36.96 (11.63)ab

F

⍵2

8.04***

0.01

(3, 1434)

15.66***

0.03

(6.38)b

(3, 709.42) 1

15.60***

0.03

32.57

(9.97)ab

(3, 1434)

5.53***

0.01

(8.85)b

38.91

(9.25)b

(3, 701.60) 1

10.43***

0.02

35.50

(9.99)b

38.42

(9.68)a

(3, 721.52) 1

8.68***

0.02

(6.35)b

43.54

(6.58)b

43.80

(6.30)b

(3, 700.41) 1

9.97***

0.02

(8.02)b

43.31

(6.63)ab

42.17

(8.14)b

(3, 710) 1

5.78***

0.01

(3, 714.12) 1

4.37*

0.01

35.56 (11.99)b

35.43 (11.49)b

Note: M = mean; SD = standard deviation; df = corrected degrees of freedom; ⍵2 = omega squared effect size; 1 = Welch’s F-test. The
superscript letters (a, b, c) reflect differences or lack of differences in pairwise comparisons. When groups have different letters, they
are significantly different from one another on that characteristic at p < .05
*p < .05. ***p < .001.
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Table 5
ANOVA Main Effects of Vignette Type on Ratings of Inappropriateness for each Participant Age Group
Age

p

η2

239.57

.001

0.32

8637.49

147.91

.001

0.30

5.42, 1475.42

9913.32

147.34

.001

0.35

5.98, 1908.84

7503.58

152.75

.001

0.32

df

MS

18-24

6.04, 3033.42

11830.84

25-34

5.92, 2018.38

35-44
45+

F

Note. df = Greenhouse – Geisser corrected degrees of freedom; MS = mean squares; η2= partial eta squared effect size.
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Table 6
Ratings of Inappropriateness Mean Differences Among Vignettes Within Age of Participants
Derogatory
Comment

Verbal
Coercion

Leer

Grope

Sext Received

Sext Shared

Bribe

Kiss

1.25***

2.67***

8.92***

Age 18-24
Rape

7.52***

Derogatory
Comment

7.30***
-0.22

Verbal Coercion

12.93***

4.86***

5.41***

-2.66***

1.73*

-6.27***

-4.85***

1.40

5.63***

-2.44***

1.95***

-6.05***

-4.63***

1.62***

-8.07***

-3.68***

-11.68***

-10.26***

-4.00***

4.39***

-3.61***

-2.19***

4.06***

-8.01***

-6.59***

Leer
Grope

9.25***

Sext Received
Sext Shared

1.42***

Bribe

-0.33
7.68***
6.26***

Age 25-34
Rape
Derogatory
Comment
Verbal Coercion
Leer
Grope
Sext Received
Sext Shared
Bribe

7.69***

8.11***
0.42

12.80***

5.43***

10.35***

1.01

2.79***

5.12***

-2.26***

2.66***

-6.68***

-4.90***

0.83

4.68***

-2.68***

2.24***

-7.10***

-5.32***

0.41

-7.37***

-2.44***

11.79***

10.03***

-4.28***

4.92***

-4.42***

-2.64***

3.09***

-9.34***

-7.56***
1.78***

8.52***

-1.83*
7.51***
5.73***
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Table 6 (continued)
Ratings of Inappropriateness Mean Differences Among Vignettes Within Age of Participants
Derogatory
Comment

Verbal
Coercion

Leer

Grope

Sext Received

Sext Shared

Bribe

Kiss

Age 35-44
Rape

10.17***

Derogatory
Comment

10.61***
0.44

Verbal Coercion

15.09***

6.16***

5.92***

-4.01***

4.48***

-4.45***

Leer

-8.93***

Grope

10.70***

2.66***

2.89***

0.53

-7.51***

-7.28***

0.48

0.09

-7.95***

-7.72***

0.03

-4.39***

-12.43***

-12.20***

-4.44***

4.54***

-3.50***

-3.28***

4.48***

-8.04***

-7.81***

Sext Received
Sext Shared

0.23

Bribe

10.65***

-0.06
7.98***
7.76***

Age 45+
Rape
Derogatory
Comment
Verbal Coercion
Leer
Grope
Sext Received
Sext Shared
Bribe

8.66**

9.16***
0.50

12.63**

6.29***

6.78***

1.41*

3.03***

9.77***

3.97***

-2.37***

-1.88*

-7.26***

-5.63***

1.11

3.47***

-2.87***

-2.38***

-7.75***

-6.13***

0.61

-6.34***

-5.85***

-11.23***

-9.60***

-2.86***

-4.89***

-3.26***

3.48***

-5.38***

-3.75***

2.98***

0.49

1.63*

8.36***
6.74***

Note: Analysis of variance revealed a statistically significant effect of sexual vignette within participant age. The asterisks indicate significance
values for pairwise comparisons; *p < .05., ***p < .001
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Table 7
Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analyses of Variance for Effects of Sex on Ratings of
Inappropriateness Across Nine Vignettes
Female
Vignettes

M

(SD)

Male
M

(SD)

df

F

⍵2

Rape

46.75

(4.51)

44.49

(6.67)

(1, 674.37) 1

45.25***

0.03

Derogatory Comment

38.90

(6.82)

35.25

(7.92)

(1, 805.48) 1

72.84***

0.05

Verbal Coercion

38.65

(8.92)

35.11

(9.79)

(1, 844.62) 1

43.56***

0.03

Leer

34.00

(9.02)

30.25

(9.14)

(1, 1430)

53.82***

0.04

Grope

41.59

(7.86)

38.06

(9.14)

(1, 803.80) 1

51.16***

0.03

Sext Received

38.08

(9.26)

34.10 (10.41)

(1, 827.00) 1

49.32***

0.03

Sext Shared

45.72

(4.99)

42.03

(7.24)

(1, 683.48) 1

98.12***

0.06

Bribe

44.22

(6.32)

41.08

(8.54)

(1, 717.09) 1

49.53***

0.03

Kiss

37.00

(11.39)

36.01 (11.09)

(1, 1430)

2.43

Note: M = mean; SD = standard deviation; df = corrected degrees of freedom; ⍵2 = omega squared effect size;
1 = Welch’s F-test. *p < .05. ***p < .001.

0.00
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Table 8
ANOVA Main Effects of Vignette Type on Ratings of Inappropriateness for Females and Males
df

MS

F

p

η2

Female

5.60, 5411.49

25492.85

459.98

.001

0.32

Male

6.63, 3076.73

11188.51

121.12

.001

0.31

Sex

Note. df = Greenhouse – Geisser corrected degrees of freedom; MS = mean squares. η2= partial eta squared effect size.
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Table 9
Ratings of Inappropriateness Mean Differences Among Vignettes Within Sex of Participants
Derogatory
Comment

Verbal
Coercion

Leer

Grope

Sext Received

Sext Shared

Bribe

Kiss

1.04***

2.54***

9.76***

Female
Rape

7.86***

Derogatory
Comment

9.11***
0.25

Verbal Coercion

12.76***

5.17***

4.90***

-2.69***

0.83

-6.82***

5.31***

1.90***

4.65***

-2.94***

0.58

-7.07***

-5.57***

1.65***

-4.08***

-11.72***

-10.22***

-3.00***

3.51***

-4.13***

-2.63***

4.59***

-7.64***

-6.14***

1.07*

Leer

-7.59***

Grope

8.68***

Sext Received
Sext Shared

1.50***

Bribe

8.71***
7.21***

Male
Rape
Derogatory
Comment
Verbal Coercion
Leer
Grope
Sext Received
Sext Shared
Bribe

9.24***

9.38***
0.14

14.24***

6.43***

5.00***

-2.81***

4.86***

-2.95***
-7.81***

10.39***

2.45***

3.40***

1.16

-6.78***

-5.83***

-0.76

1.02

-6.93***

-5.98***

-0.90

-3.84***

-11.78***

-10.83***

-5.76***

3.97***

-3.97***

-3.03***

2.05***

-7.94***

-6.99***

-1.92***

0.95

8.48***

6.02***
5.07***

Note: Analysis of variance revealed a statistically significant effect of sexual vignette within participant sex. The asterisks indicate significance
values for pairwise comparisons; *p < .05., ***p < .001
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49
47
45

46.43
(5.01)

44.76
(5.93)

43.98
(6.38)

Mean Raings of Inappropriateness

43

41.66
(7.44)

41
39

39.55
(7.62)

39.08
(8.86)

38.43
(6.06)

37.62
(8.84)

37
35

34.89
(7.76)

33
31
29
27
25
23
21
19
17
15
13

12.06
(5.96)

11
9
7
Rape

Sext Shared

Bribe

Grope

Verbal
Coercion

Kiss

Derogatory
Comment

Sext
Received

Leer

High Five

Figure 1: Means and standard deviations of ratings of inappropriateness in ten vignettes for the unspecified relationship condition where higher scores
reflect judgments of inappropriateness
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Figure 2: Interaction of vignette and relationship condition on mean ratings of inappropriateness where higher scores reflect judgments of inappropriateness
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Figure 3: Interaction of vignette and participant age on mean ratings of inappropriateness where higher scores reflect judgments of inappropriateness
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Figure 4: Interaction of vignette and participant sex on mean ratings of inappropriateness where higher scores reflect judgments of
inappropriateness

Kiss
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Appendix A
Dimensions of Sexual Harassment
Author
Fitzgerald et al. (1995)

Dimensions of Sexual Harassment and Associated Behaviors
Gender Harassment
§
§
§
§
§

Told suggestive stories
Made crude sexual remarks
Made offense remarks
Displayed offensive materials
Sexist comments

Unwanted Sexual Contact
§
§
§
§
§
§
§

Attempted to discuss sex
Unwanted sexual attention
Staring, leering at you
Attempts to establish a sexual relationship
Repeated requests for drinks, dinner, despite rejection
Touching in a way that made you feel uncomfortable
Attempts to stroke or fondle

Sexual Coercion
§
§
§
§
§

Lacasse et al. (2003)

Subtly bribed you
Subtly threatened you
Made it necessary to cooperate to be well treated
Made you afraid of poor treatment if didn’t cooperate
Experienced consequences for refusing

Moderate Behaviors Experienced
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§

Dirty stories or jokes
Sexual comments
Staring
Offensive comments about body or appearances
Dirty Pictures, stories, or cartoons
Obscene Gestures
Invitation out even after a refusal
Obscene remarks or vulgar name-calling
Vulgar homosexual name
Use of computers for sexual jokes/games/graffiti
Offensive t-shirts of caps
Sexual notes or letters
66

Severe Behaviors Experienced
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§

Ortega (2010)

Persistence for unwanted romantic or sexual relations
Implied threat for refusal to participate in sexual acts
Fondle legs or other parts of body
Tried to force sexual relations
Bad treatment for refusal to have sexual relations
Unwanted kissing or caressing
Implied gifts to pressure for sexual relations
Pulled at or removed clothing
Forced sexual relations while you were under influence of
drugs or alcohol
Forced sexual acts
Unsuccessful attempt to have sexual relations
Rape

Verbal/Visual
§
§
§
§
§
§

Made sexual comments, jokes, movements, or looks at you
Spread sexual rumors about you
Called you “fag,” “dyke,” “lezzie,” or queer
Flashed or “mooned” you
Showed, gave, or left someone sexual pictures, photographs,
messages, or notes
Wrote sexual messages or graffiti (e.g., on bathroom walls,
in locker rooms, in a note or book) about someone

Physical Contact
§
§
§
§
§

Brushed up against you in a sexual way on purpose
Blocked someone’s way or cornered them in a sexual way
Forced someone to do something sexual other than kissing
Forced someone to kiss you
Touched grabbed or pinched in a sexual way
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Appendix B
Definitions of Sexual Coercion

Source

Definitions of Sexual Coercion

Koss et al. (1985)

“Subjects were placed in the sexually coercive group if they indicated that
they had obtained sexual intercourse with a resistant woman through the use
of extreme verbal pressure (i.e, false promises, insistent arguments, and
threats to end the relationship)”

Koss et al. (1987)

The group labeled ‘sexual coercion’ included subjects who engaged in or
experienced sexual intercourse subsequent to the use of menacing verbal
pressure or the misuse of authority”

Straus, Hamby,
Boney-McCoy, and
B. (1996)

“Sexual coercion is defined as behavior that is intended to compel the
partner to engage in unwanted sexual activity.”

Calhoun et al. (1997) “Sexual coercion i.e. engaging or attempting sexual intercourse, engaging
in oral or anal intercourse or penetration by objects subsequent to the use of
menacing verbal pressure and/or continual arguments.”
Morrison et al.
(1997)

Coercive sexual behavior refers to the use of physical force, use of
weapons, threat of harm, blackmail, unfair use of authority, or use of
alcohol or drugs to obtain any form of sexual activity

Spitzberg (1998)

“sexual coercion is the expressed dispreferred inducement of sexual
relationship through force, threat of force, deceit, or the practical removal
of choice from the victim”

Spitzberg and Rhea
(1999)

“Broadly speaking, sexual coercion represents the continuum of processes
by which persons are induced into sexual activity against their will. At the
coercive end of this continuum is rape and at the less coercive end is what is
often referred to as "psychological pressure" techniques, such as continual
arguments and threats to break off the relationship.”

Walder, VadenGoad, and Sikka
(1999)

A continuum of tactics ranging in severity from psychological/verbal
pressure to the use of force to engage in sexual behaviors. Outcomes can
also be conceptualized along a continuum of severity, beginning with
milder infractions; unwanted kissing and proceeding to more extreme
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violations including unwanted intercourse. “Coercion items included
encouraging excessive drinking, threatening to end the relationship, making
a partner feel guilty, begging, threatening to tell lies, threatening to disclose
secrets (blackmail), refusing to leave or let partner leave, persistent
touching, making false promises (e.g., “We’ll get married”), saying things
that were untrue (e.g., “I love you”), holding partner down, threatening to
use force, using physical force, and using a weapons.”
Spitzberg, Marshall,
and Cupach (2001)

“Any sexual activity from kissing to petting to intercourse that is achieved
through the effective removal of choice and without the consent of the
person is a form of sexual coercion”

Jewkes, Sen, and
Gracia-Moreno
(2002)

“Coercion can cover a whole spectrum of degrees
of force. Apart from physical force, it may involve psychological
intimidation, blackmail or other threats – for instance, the threat of physical
harm, of being dismissed from a job or of not obtaining a job that is sought.
It may also occur when the person aggressed is unable to give consent – for
instance, while drunk, drugged, asleep or mentally incapable of
understanding the situation.”

Struckman-Johnson
et al. (2003)

“Sexually coercive behavior, defined in this paper as the act of using
pressure, alcohol or drugs, or force to have sexual contact with someone
against his or her will.”

Adams-Curtis and
Forbes (2004)

“We recommend the term sexual coercion be used to describe any situation
in which one party uses verbal or physical means (including administering
drugs or alcohol to the other party either with or without her consent) to
obtain sexual activity against freely given consent.”

(Degue & DiLillo,
2004)

Sexual coercion “encompasses the use of nonphysical tactics by a male to
gain sexual contact (i.e., fondling, oral sex, intercourse) with a
nonconsenting female partner. These tactics can include the use of lies,
guilt, false promises, continual arguments, and threats to end the
relationship, or ignoring verbal requests by the victims to stop (without
using force). Sexual coercion may also involve the intentional use of drugs
or alcohol to lower the victim’s inhibitions or verbal resistance to sexual
advances (i.e., getting someone “tipsy,” while not rendering them
physically unable to resist).”

Oswald and Russell
(2006)

“In this study, sexual coercion is conceptualized to include a variety of
tactics used to obtain sexual acts or intercourse from an unwilling partner.
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Hines (2007)

The behaviors range on a continuum that includes verbal pressure and
threats and the use of physical force to obtain sexual acts, such as kissing,
petting, or intercourse.”
“Verbal sexual coercion usually involves either insisting on or threatening
one’s partner into engaging in sexual activity. Forced sexual coercion, on
the other hand, involves the use of physical force to make one’s partner
engage in sexual activity.”

DeGue et al. (2010)

“Sexual coercers were identified based on their responses to the SEQ, and
included any individuals who reported using of one or more nonphysical
tactics to obtain sexual intercourse (i.e., threatening to end the relationship,
continual arguments, lies, providing intoxicants to impair her judgment,
persisting without physical force)”

Agardh et al. (2011)

“being forced to do something, i.e., to participate in a sexual situation
actively or passively is left to the respondent, believing that the
understanding of this is reasonable uniform."

Birungi, Nabembezi,
Kiwanuka, Ybarra,
and Bull (2011)

Coercive sex is defined as forcing an individual into any sexual act that is
involuntary, whether through “threats, intimidation, trickery or some other
form of pressure or force”

Pilgrim et al. (2013)

“Physical sexual coercion was assessed using two questions: ‘In the past 12
months, has any of your sexual partners ever physically forced you to have
sex when you did not want to?” and “In the past 12 months, how many
times did your husband/partner physically forced you to have sex when you
did not want to?’

Collibee and Furman
(2014)

“Based upon Koss and Gidycz’s (1985) definition, sexual coercion was
considered to be any behavior involving verbal coercion, use of drugs or
alcohol, or the threat or use of physical force to obtain an unwanted sexual
contact with any part of the body.”

Eaton and Matamala
(2014)

“Verbal sexual coercion is defined as using verbal tactics to get one’s
partner to engage in more sexual activity than he or she wants and can
include the use of lies, guilt, promises, begging, negotiating, continual
arguments, or threats.”
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(Tamborra et al.,
2014)

“We conceptualized verbal sexual coercion as a form of force in which the
perpetrator attempts to verbally wear down or convince the recipient to
engage in sex by being manipulative, persistent, and/or applying verbal
pressure in hopes that the recipient will eventually cease to offer verbal
objections or physical resistance to sex.”

French et al. (2015)

“Sexual coercion can encompass a broad range of nonconsensual tactics
(e.g., verbal pressure, substance use, physical force). Broadly, sexual
coercion is defined as the use of physical force, harm, authority, blackmail,
verbal persuasion, manipulation, pressure, or even alcohol or drugs used for
the advancement of sexual behavior”

Young, Desmarais,
Baldwin, and
Chandler (2016)

“Sexual coercion is defined as any unwanted oral, vaginal, or anal
penetration as a result of verbal or physical pressure, including rape”
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Appendix C
Definitions of Sexting
Source
National Campaign
to Prevent Teen and
Unplanned
Pregnancy (2008)

Definitions of Sexting

“sent or posted online, nude or semi-nude pictures or video of themselves”

Lenhart (2009)

“the creating, sharing and forwarding of sexually suggestive nude or nearly
nude images by minor teens.”

Associated Press and
MTV (2011)

“Sending or forwarding nude, sexually suggestive, or explicit pics on your
cell or online”

Ferguson (2011)

“sent erotic or nude photographs of myself (sexting) to another person”

Lounsbury et al.
(2011)

“The term ‘sexting’ has been used to describe a wide variety of activities. It
is most commonly used to describe the creation and transmission of sexual
images by minors. The majority of attention has been directed toward
sexting via cell phone, but the term can apply to any digital media such as
e-mail, instant messaging, and social networking. The term can be used for
producing and sending images of oneself, receiving images directly from
the producer, or forwarding received images to other people.”

Weisskirch and
Delevi (2011)

“sent a sexually suggestive photo or video of themselves, a photo or video
of themselves, a sexually suggestive text, and a text message propositioning
sexual activity via their cell phone.”

Dake et al. (2012)

“sending, receiving, or forwarding sexually explicit messages or nude,
partially nude, or sexually suggestive digital images of one’s self or others
via a cell phone, e-mail, Internet, or SNS. “

Mitchell et al. (2012) “sending sexual images and sometimes sexual texts via cell and other
electronic devices”
Temple et al. (2012)

“Sending naked pictures of yourself to another through text or e-mail,
asking someone to send naked pictures of themselves to you, being asked to
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send naked pictures of yourself through text or e-mail.”
Benotsch et al.
(2013)

“Sending or receiving sexually explicit or suggestive photos via text
message”

Gordon-Messer et al. Sending or receiving sexually explicit images to someone online or through
(2013)
text messaging.
Reyns et al. (2013)

“sexting or ‘sex texting’ involves sending sexually explicit text messages or
images electronically, primarily from one cellular phone to another but also
via email attachments or instant messages.

Strassberg et al.
(2013)

“sending and receiving sexually explicit cell phone pictures defined as
‘pictures depicting the genitals or buttocks for both sexes and/or the breasts
for females’”

Crimmins and
Seigfried-Spellar
(2014)

The definition of sext in the current study aligned with specific items from
the modified Sex and Tech survey, which determined whether the
respondents had ever intentionally sent a seminude or nude photo/video of
themselves to someone via text”

Korenis and Billick
(2014)

“Sexting refers to the practice of sending sexually explicit material
including language or images to another person’s cell. Cyberbullying refers
to the use of technology to socially exclude, threaten, insult, or shame
another person.”

Perkins et al. (2014)

“Sending or receiving sexual pictures by cell phone. Seminude was defined
as, for men, bare chest showing and /or only wearing a bathing suit or only
wearing underwear, and for women, it was defined as wearing only a
bathing suit or only wearing underwear. Nude was defined for men as
completely nude including penis or testes, and for women it was defined as
completely nude or just bare breasts or just visible vaginal area.”

Renfrow and Rollo
(2014)

We operationalized sexting to include producing, sending, or receiving
sexually suggestive texts, photographs, and/or videos by cell phone or other
electronic device. Sexts may include sexually suggestive language explicit
or near nudity, and/or sexual acts.

Samimi and
Alderson (2014)

Sending any sexy or erotic messages (text, messages, picture, or videos) to
someone
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Drouin (2015)

Sending a sexually explicit text message or sexually explicit picture
message.

Hudson and Fetro
(2015)

“This study is focused on consensual sexting, the exchange between
persons with mutual respect and consent without pressure or distribution of
the sext message beyond each other. Sexting was defined as sending,
posting, Internet sending/posting, or sharing/forwarding sexy messages,
sexy images (semi-nude/nude), or both.”

Walrave et al. (2015) “sending a sexually explicit text message, picture, or video of yourself to
someone else through mobile phone or the internet.”
Choi et al. (2016)
Sending or sharing or self-made sexually explicit images
Morelli et al. (2016)

Sharing (i.e., receiving, sending, forwarding, and posting on social
networks) sexy images via new technologies.
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Appendix D
Vignettes
Rape
Jess is at a party drinking and starts talking to Dylan. They continue drinking and Jess eventually
becomes intoxicated. They go back to Dylan’s room, begin to fool around, clothes come off, and
then Jess passes out. Dylan proceeds to have sex with Jess, who does not wake up.
Kiss
Sarah is standing in the hallway after class when Dave walks up and presses his body up against
hers. Without saying anything he leans in and kisses her on the mouth.
Grope
Jackson and his friends are playing the “grab and go” game. Throughout the day everyone
playing is supposed to try and grab a person’s butt and then run away. The person who grabbed
the most butts by the end of the day wins.
Verbal Coercion
Christine is walking down the hall when Josh comes over and starts telling her that she is looking
really “hot” and would like to get her out of those uncomfortable clothes. Josh continues to walk
next to her and says “Baby, I promise if you come have sex with me I’ll treat you right, give you
anything you want.”
Sext Received
Megan is getting text messages from Charlie. He is telling her that she is such a tease and
discusses in detail all the sexy things he would like to do with her. Megan then receives a nude
picture of Charlie with the message “Like what you see baby? Now you send me a pic of that
sexy body.”
Sext Shared
Ricky has a naked picture on his phone of Julia posing in a sexual position. He shares that
picture with several friends, who then share the picture with their groups of friends. By the end
of the day over 20 people have seen the picture of Julia.
High Five
Danielle was informed that she received an “A” on a difficult exam. She was very excited about
her accomplishment and gave out High-Fives to people she passed in the hallway.
Leering
Jackie is standing in the food court. She notices that someone keeps looking over at her. When
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she looks in his direction, she sees him look her up and down and then wink at her while licking
his lips.
Derogatory Name
Caitlin is sitting on a park bench. A person walks by her and looks at her, then proceeds to call
her a “slut” and continues walking.
Bribery
Samantha’s car broke down in the middle of nowhere and has no cell phone services. She flags
down a car to ask for some help. A person stops and then tells her she must repay him with
sexual favors in order to get a ride.
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Appendix E
Questionnaire following the vignettes
Please rate the extent to which you agree with the statements below:
1. This behavior is okay (appropriate). (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly Agree)
2. The person doing this behavior should get in trouble. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 =
Strongly Agree)
3. This behavior should be illegal. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly Agree)
4. Seeing this happen would make me feel uncomfortable. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 =
Strongly Agree)
5. If someone did this to me I would like it. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly Agree)
6. If someone did this to me I would be bothered. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly
Agree)
7. If someone did this to me I would report it. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly
Agree)
The characters in the previous story are friends; please rate the extent to which you agree with
the statements below when it involves a friend:
1. This behavior is okay (appropriate). (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly Agree)
2. The person doing this behavior should get in trouble. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 =
Strongly Agree)
3. This behavior should be illegal. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly Agree)
4. Seeing this happen would make me feel uncomfortable. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 =
Strongly Agree)
5. If someone did this to me I would like it. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly Agree)
6. If someone did this to me I would be bothered. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly
Agree)
7. If someone did this to me I would report it. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly
Agree)
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The characters in the previous story have not met before; please rate the extent to which you
agree with the following statements when it involves a stranger:
1. This behavior is okay (appropriate). (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly Agree)
2. The person doing this behavior should get in trouble. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 =
Strongly Agree)
3. This behavior should be illegal. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly Agree)
4. Seeing this happen would make me feel uncomfortable. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 =
Strongly Agree)
5. If someone did this to me I would like it. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly Agree)
6. If someone did this to me I would be bothered. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly
Agree)
7. If someone did this to me I would report it. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly
Agree)

The characters in the previous story are in a dating relationship; please rate the extent to
which you agree with the following statements when it involves a romantic partner or
significant other:
1. This behavior is okay (appropriate). (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly Agree)
2. The person doing this behavior should get in trouble. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 =
Strongly Agree)
3. This behavior should be illegal. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly Agree)
4. Seeing this happen would make me feel uncomfortable. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 =
Strongly Agree)
5. If someone did this to me I would like it. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly Agree)
6. If someone did this to me I would be bothered. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly
Agree)
7. If someone did this to me I would report it. (1 = Strongly Disagree – 7 = Strongly
Agree)
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Appendix F
Demographic Questionnaires
Demographic Questionnaire for College Sample
1) What is your age? ____
2) Which of the following best describes your racial/ethnic background?
o African American or Black
o American Indian/Alaskan Native
o Asian/Pacific Islander
o Caucasian/White
o Middle Eastern
o Multiracial (please describe) ________
o Not listed (please describe) _________
3) Do you consider yourself to be Hispanic/Latina/Latino?
o Yes
o No
4) How do you describe your gender identity?
o Male;
o Female;
o Transgender Male;
o Transgender Female;
o Gender non-conforming;
o Not listed, (please describe) _________
5) Do you consider yourself to be:
o Heterosexual or straight
o Gay or lesbian
o Bisexual
o Not listed, (please describe) _______
6)

What is your marital status?
o Single
o Married
o Cohabitating
o Widowed/Divorced
o No listed, (please describe) ______
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7) What is the highest year of college that you have completed?
o First
o Second
o Third
o Fourth
o Not listed (please describe) _______
8) What is your current or intended major? ______
9) Who currently resides in your household? (check as many as apply)
o Spouse
o Child(ren)
o Parent(s)
o Sibling(s)
o Other relative(s)
o Roommate
o Live Alone
10) What is the best estimate of your total household income?
o <10,000
o 10-25,000
o 25 – 50,0000
o 50 - 75,000
o 75 – 100,000
o >100,000

80

Demographic Questionnaire for Community Sample
1) What is your age?
o
o
o
o
o
o

Under 25;
25-34;
35-44;
45-54;
55-64;
65+

2) Which of the following best describes your racial/ethnic background?
o African American or Black
o American Indian/Alaskan Native
o Asian/Pacific Islander
o Caucasian/White
o Middle Eastern
o Multiracial (please describe) ________
o Not listed (please describe) _________
3) Do you consider yourself to be Hispanic/Latina/Latino?
o Yes
o No
4) How do you describe your gender identity?
o Male;
o Female;
o Transgender Male;
o Transgender Female;
o Gender non-conforming;
o Not listed, (please describe) _________
5) Do you consider yourself to be
o Heterosexual or straight
o Gay or lesbian
o Bisexual
o Not listed, (please describe) _______
6) What is your marital status?
o Single
o Married
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o Cohabitating
o Widowed/Divorced
o No listed, (please describe) ______
7) What is the highest level of education have you completed?
o Up to 8th grade
o some high school
o Graduated high school
o Some college
o Associates degree
o Bachelor’s degree
o Master’s degree
o Doctoral degree
8) What is the best estimate of your total household income?
o <10,000
o 10-25,000
o 25 – 50,0000
o 50 - 75,000
o 75 – 100,000
o >100,000
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